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I. Mania 


Author's Notes: 
I'm back! After what feels like forever, and probably amounts to about three years of no activity, l'm finally 
coming back to Rockfic. Which, feels like home, on the internet. 


This is a writing project I've been chipping away at for a few months. | have about seven chapters done at this 


point and plan to upload them all soon. However excited | am to publish this finally, | must mention that this 


story deals with some pretty heavy drug use and descriptions thereof. | have no intention of glorifying drug 
use, and | must say that neither myself nor the website reflect any of the views in this work. That being said, 
| hope you enjoy this little drama of my new favorite subjects. Thanks so much for your click! 


| don't know what did it. 


It must have been a combination of everything, the time, the history, the whatever else. | don't know. | don't 


think | could even rationalize it if | sat down and wrote everything | had experienced in the past ten years until 


my fingers bled. 


If | did that I'd want it separate from myself. If | could somehow remove my voice from my words | would. | 
want to see it unfold so | can have some answers. But, | know as well as anybody else that answers really 
don't matter anymore. | could have a clinical, scientific, mathematical explanation but it wouldn't make any 


difference. 


| just like having a reason for my emotions. | don't usually get that luxury, and | feel like no one really does, 
but having it makes me feel sound and whole. Less psycho, at least. 


| could spend more time moping around, complaining about the little things so the big things didn't come to the 
surface. Or acting like | was just a moody person, so seeing me ‘moody’ was never anything to worry about. 
Does that suck? Absolutely it does, but | like that better than having to explain myself. | do enough of that 
when | write. I've torn myself open and spilled my guts publicly for years now, | don't know how there's stil 
things that could go unexplained. 


Although, spilling my guts publicly is a lot easier than doing it personally. It softens the blow, you know. | have 
yet to do that, though. I'm not one to turn down from challenges, but | don't see this as a challenge so much 


as an insult. 
Does it matter if | try to figure it out? 


Layne knows he's important to me. It doesn't really matter if he knows the extent of it or not, because nothing 
is going to change. At least, | don't see anything changing, unless it's for the worst, of course. | can see that, 
the worst possible rifts happening between us and the band, but that's nothing new. All | see is negativity. | try 
not to, but, its always there. 


We finally got to go back home. 


It was demanding. Fun, and rewarding, but being so far from home for so long, for the first time we'd ever 
really done anything important and noteworthy, it was hard. It was hard to be away from home. It was hard to 
be trapped in a bus, or a hotel, thousands and thousands of miles away. Never sleeping in the same bed two 


nights in a row. 


Layne said he was ready to go home, to go back into a studio with some acoustic guitars and see what 
happened. That was the most comforting thing | had ever heard until that point. Only a couple of weeks ago 


now, but | feel so old, like these couple of weeks have been a couple of decades. 


I'm exhausted. 


"Are we even allowed downtime? | feel like..like I'm breaking some sort of rule. | feel like shit." 
"Because we're home?" 


"Yeah," Layne said, scratching the back of his neck like he was guilty of something, "It's not calm anymore. | 
feel like I'm taking a pitstop." 


| know what you mean." 
"Do you?" He looked relieved His shoulders dropped from the tense position they were in. 


"Yeah. But | think this is..this is good. Just work through it, you know? Stay here and work through it, put out 


whatever we can and we'll get back on the road afterwards. | mean, that sounds like a plan to me." 
"Sounds like a plan to me too," he smiled. Tired, but genuine. 
Maybe it was right there. 


Fuck, | don't know. | don't care. It doesn't really matter when it started or why. | just need to figure out how to 
unpack it from here. 


I'd love to call my own bluff and dismiss school-age dramatics for what they are but | can't. | live in a 
melodramatic tragedy. Everything is pure drama in my head, so minor pain feels like agony and minor happiness 


is extreme, blown-up mania. 


"Jer?" Layne calls from the garage, tinny from the echo of the broken glass and metal pillars. "You think you 


could give me a light?" 
Of course | can | can do anything for you 


"Yeah, for sure." | call back, fishing for the lighter in my vest pocket. | could give it to him, toss it through the 
window even. | know exactly where he sits in there. | could aim right for his lap and | can't even see him. But | 
walk inside instead, and flick my lighter a couple of inches away from his face. | try not to look like this 
matters at all to me as he juts out his jaw to hit the flame with his cigarette. | don't know how well | did. 


"Thanks." He turns back away from me and readjusts the table lamp to his notebook. 


"Anytime." 


2. Mooncake 


Author's Notes: 
CW FOR DRUG USE. | tried not to distract myself too much with tiny details like accuracy and time, and just 


wrote until | ran out of ideas instead. It is just a fanfic, in the end, so | decided it wasn't so important. | hope 


you enjoy! 


"So." 
"So?" 
"What are we feeling tonight? Chinese? Pizza?" 


| try not to groan. l'm coming off a rare binge on my own. Food sounds horrible. But I'll humor him, because he 


asked nicely, | think. Chinese is less greasy and filling, so, Chinese it is. “Takeout sounds good" 

"Same as always?" 

Jade Garden. It's run by a sweet old lady who loves the hell out of Layne and overfeeds him every time she 
sees him. | couldn't tell why, maybe its a lost puppy, motherly instinct sort of thing. He's gotten a bit more 
meat on his tired old bones lately and | don't think I'd be too far off if | suggested it was at least partially her 
fault. No complaints, though. He needs it. 


"Yeah, that's good. She's gonna stuff you like a pig if you keep calling her, though.” 


"Fine with me," he laughs, and he runs his fingers along the fridge with the hand not clutching the landline to 
find the takeout menu. For the phone number only, though. He knows what to order. 


| can't help but laugh to myself. It's really endearing to hear him fight with her over the phone. 


"Yeah-yeah, yes, same as usual. No you- you don't have to do that for me. No really, its okay! Okay, fine. 
Thank you." 


| cover my mouth in a half-assed attempt to hide my smile. 


"What? Don't. Shut up." 


"Please don't let her give it to you for free." 


‘lm not" He laughs, and spins his house keys around his finger. He likes to walk there. Never invites me along. 
I'm about to ask him if he'd like some company this time but he interrupts my thought. "You wanna help me 
carry it back?" 

| feel an excited skip in my heart. 

Whoa, what the fuck was that? 


"Yeah, for sure," | say, as casually as | can while | fight with this odd fluttering in my chest. 


What the fuck? He's asking me to walk to the restaurant with him, not to perform open heart surgery. Why the 


nervousness? 


Layne unfortunately sees right through me. Everything | do and everything | say, he knows what | meant if | 


didn't say it outright. So it was no surprise to me when he questioned me on the way out the door. 
"What's wrong? Didn't want Chinese or what?" 
"No, Chinese is good, | like her, I'm just-" 


He looks up at me, and | catch the glint of his eye from under his 6 PM sunglasses. My heart pounds again, an 


almost numbing feeling in my limbs. | can't finish my sentence. 
"What?" 

He stops walking. 

"I'm just a little..like, sick, or something. Tired maybe." 

"Oh?" 


| thank god he keeps walking. He sticks his hands in his pockets. "You don't have to come with me, if you don't 
want to. It's not that much food." 


"No, no, I'm fine. | don't know whats..." | had to touch my neck to make sure the thumping vein in my neck was 
calming rather than quickening. The last thing | needed was to have a heart attack in my twenties. "wrong 
with me." 

"Maybe I'll have her throw in some egg drop soup or something. Shit's like..like magic when you're sick" 


| try my best not to shoot down the ‘sick’ idea. l'm not sure what | could say instead. 


He's catching the sunset light rather nicely. 


| am definitely not going to tell him that. 


Layne and | ended up having to secretly leave behind the payment for the food, because she didn't take it 
from us willingly. That was alright. It was sweet to see him slip two twenties underneath her old school 
calculator before we left. 


"You know what these are?" 


Layne holds up a little cake, covering his mouth with his hand, curled around a pair of chopsticks. | shake my 
head. 


"Me neither. l'm kind of afraid to eat it," 

What an infectious laugh 

Its a little round, flowery shape. It looks dense, and sticky. I'm pretty sure its a mooncake. I'd seen an Inkjet 
printed picture of one on the wall. I'll let him figure it out on his own though. | like the trial and error methods 
he has about things. 


Maybe | just appreciate seeing him in an innocent, positive light. Rose tinted glasses and all that. 


He sniffs it, looks at it from a few different angles, and takes a tiny, hesitant bite. | think it's sort of 
fascinating that he's so put-off by this little complimentary dessert. 


He's hesitant because he's not one to accept charity. Even in the form of a mooncake. 
"Verdict?" | ask. 


He twists his face in thought. "Kind of dry," he says, hiding his full mouth with his fist again "Sort of..nutty? 


Or maybe it's..like, beans?" 
"Beans? It's not sweet?" 


He offers it to me across the coffee table with his huge eyes. Like he wants to convince me to try it despite 


his reaction. It works, of course. 


"No it is sweet, but it tastes like is made of beans." 


He's right. | knew it was red beans, not uncommon in desserts, but again, letting him figure it out on his own 
was somewhat entertaining to me. Or maybe it was something else. l'm not sure. | take a small bite, enough to 
satisfy his want for me to try it but not enough to upset my stomach worse. 


"Right. Weird. | don't know how | feel about it." 

‘| like it," he said, smiling around full cheeks. "I like it a lot, actually.” 

That sounded right. | laugh at him like | was poking fun, but | can't help but show my appreciation for his 
behavior on my face. | like him like this. Talking about nothing. Allowing me to romanticize the little things. | try 
to appreciate it while | can, because | know what day it is, and | know that | had jumped the gun this time. I'm 
not ready. 

Friday night. Dope night. 

Lord. 


The sun is down and l'm running out of time to appreciate mostly sober, happy Layne. 


We figured that things might normalize themselves, and slowly work out of out habitual, addictive routines if 


we put ourselves in a dedicated schedule rather than a spur of the moment type of non-schedule. 


No more ‘today sucked, time to shoot up’. We just waited for every Friday. Bottled it all up until then. / thought 


it was working. | wasn't sure how he felt. 


It wasn't for everything, though. No stone cold sober, weeks without shit deal. Maybe | still took a key bump in 
the morning. Maybe | still got drunk to fall asleep. And if nicotine and caffeine were considered to be drugs, 


then, well, | was just a fun little cocktail day in and day out. 

As | let my mind wander, though, | try to snap myself back to reality by watching him struggle to pick up his 
fried rice with shitty bamboo chopsticks. He doesn't look at the takeout box, just focuses on the cowboy 
movies on TV, but | see his eyes flick over to the window every couple of seconds. 


Between the sheer, paisley maroon curtains and the scattered posters and photographs, the sun is gone. 


"Well," he says, clearing his throat. My heartbeat starts fluttering again, and | know where it's stemming from 


this time. 


| swore to myself I'd only do it with Layne. Never on my own. And | broke that promise last night. | don't think 
I'll be able to do it again 


| don't even know why | did it without him. It wasn't easy. | didn't even like to administer it myself. | guess 


some quiet and shy part of my subconscious just wanted to see how much | could handle so | could push 


myself when | saw Layne again that Friday. More dope, more time with Layne. | guess | don't have the 


wherewithal to convince myself | don't need to be high on anything to see him between writing sessions. 
"shall we?" 

| just frown at the floor and nod. Clearing my throat | repeat my acceptance. "Yeah. M'ready." 

isana 

"Yeah. l'm sure." 

It doesn't take much more than that. Layne doesn't exactly want to talk me out of it but he doesnt want to 
force me into it, either. He disappears out of my view with his trash and avoids my barely eaten boxes in 
front of me. | know he noticed | couldn't eat. | don't know what he decided about it: 

He knows you're doing it without hm now. 

| don't like that thought. | don't want him to know. | almost feel like it was a sort of betrayal. 

He's probably still doing it without you, too. 


| don't feel betrayed by that. More worried than anything else. 


"Can you flip it to MTV?" He calls from the kitchen | hear some drawers being opened and some bags being 
unzipped. 


| hated watching MTV, especially at night, for the fear of catching my own face on the TV. Thankfully, Hell's 
Headbangers chose someone new to pick on for the week, nobody | recognize, so l'm free for now. | know why 
he wanted it there, though. Music videos are nice when you're high. Riki Rachtman's voice, though, isn't so 
relaxing. In fact it usually takes me right out of it. 


"God, who's he fucking with now?" 


He doesn't care. His voice is too animated. He sounds like he's trying to distract me from the sound of him 


testing a blowtorch. 

God Blowtorch 

Not exactly being used for creme brie, is if? 
"Don't know. Never heard of them 


| mean, its more efficient, | tell myself. 


These moments were among the few where Layne was taking more care of me than | was of him. Of course, 


care is a pretty loose term. One can only be so careful while inflicting harm. 

He comes back into my view while my heart pounds in my chest. | had planned ahead, opting to wear warm, 
comfortable clothes rather than show up in whatever rags I'd woken up in. Layne's little house is cold. And 
dope made me shiver like a sick dog. 


"Are you sure?" He stresses. 


‘lm sure." It took a lot out of me to not boil my hesitation down into frustration | don't want him thinking he's 
upsetting me somehow. If we're going to do this, we're going to do this, and that's the end of that. 


| admire him for a minute while he tinkers with his tools. Ignoring what was in his hands. His big blue flannel, 
with the heather grey hood hugging the sides of his neck. Too-big bleach stained jeans. Socks with holes in the 
soles. His cotton candy pink fading in patches on his sheared crown of pale golden curls. Huge, round blue eyes. 
His permanent pout. Scruffy, unkempt face, looking a litle livelier and healthier than a couple of months ago. | 
keep the smile off my face so as to not have to explain myself. 

"You still want me to do it?" 

You can do it yourself now. Prove it. Impress him. 

If you would" 

| swear | saw him smile. | don't think too hard about it. At least | try not to. 


He has me lie on his couch, and take up all his space, which is a little subconsciously disappointing. Alone on the 


couch again. 


He kneels beside me, and pushes the table behind him. Everything he needs laid out and neat. The bag, the 


spoon, the torch, the shoelace and the book of syringes. He motions for me to take my arm out of my sleeve. 


| pray he doesn't see how hard I'm shaking or how cold and clammy my skin is. I'm sure he does notice, but he 


doesn't mention it. 


His fingers are warm though they barely touch my arm. | expect him to thump me in the vein but he doesn't. 
He knows my skin by now. 


Watching him tie the shoelace around my bicep is almost beautiful in a way. The focus in his face, the lace 
between his teeth. It's tight. Its uncomfortable. | feel dread in the bones of my thighs waiting for the needle to 
penetrate my vein but | don't do anything to stop it. 


Appreciate what he's doing for you. It doesn’t matter what it is 


"Feel okay?" He mumbles. He lays a couple of fingers on the dip in my skin. | nod though | know it's too tight. It 
really doesn't matter all that much. 


| try to relax. This is pointless if | expect the worst. 

Youre with Layne. He's taking care of you. Youre okay. Let hm do what he needs to. 

| close my eyes and cover them with my other wrist. | don't want to watch him. It activates guilt and fear and 
dread in my stomach when | see him do this for me, both because | shouldn't be doing it in the first place if | 
can't do it on my own and because l'm doing it at all. | ignore the sound of the torch the best | can, too. It 
takes longer than | wanted it to. Gives me too much time to think 

My heart again. Fluttering like | was in a high speed chase. | can't open my eyes by then 

| feel Layne flip my arm so that my palm faces the ceiling. "Take a deep breath, n hold it" he says, so quiet it 
was almost a gravelly whisper. All of his fingers landed on my forearm, pointer, middle, ring, pinky, thumb. Then 
the needle against my skin. | took that breath he told me to and grit my teeth. 

"Now let it out," 

Hot, burning, searing pain in my skin. My blood flushes into the bodice, and rushes back inside on me. Then, the 
stint of cold comes, from my wrists into my chest. Cold in the back of my throat, and at the tip of my nose. 
Lightheadea, twitching. My exhale comes out as a pained groan instead. 

He rubs little circles into my wrist with his thumb and my arm falls from my face. | still can't open my eyes, 
though. All | can do is gasp, and arch away from the couch like | was trying to run away. "Shh," | hear him 
urge, though it was drowning under the sound of my own blood pumping in my ears. Faster, harder. 


Fuck, its too much, 


Not in quantity. In effect. It's like ten orgasms at once, or being electrocuted, or falling a hundred miles per 


hour. Horrifying, but inexplicably wonderful. 
Layne's dope, man. 


"You're fine, you're fine," he coos again, and | feel his hand on my face now. | finally open my eyes to my pupils 


blowing huge and drinking in more light than they could handle. 


He glows. Like a beacon of light in my line of sight. | put my hand over his on my face and grip his fingers to 


keep from shaking. | don't feel like | have control over myself anymore, and it's too hard to let it guide me. | 


feel myself gasp again, squirming like I'm filled with a traveling venom, except my plea this time comes out as 


nothing more than Layne's name. 
| can't tell him it's too much. | can't back out now. 


| don't even know if I'm making eye contact or staring right through him. He's a bright pink blur, feathered in 
gold. | know I'm breathing quickly and shallowly-- not what I'm supposed to do. So, in an effort to urge me into 
the calmness, he keeps shushing me softly. Caressing my cheek with his thumb, holding my neck up with his 
fingers. "Shh, Jer. Just relax. | got you." 


| let my eyes flutter closed again, and my hand slip off my face. 


Like a stage-play drama piece it balances me between a written world and a real world. I'm on Layne's couch, 
I'm staring at the ceiling, the heater is on. But I'm in warm satin sheets, I'm in red, orange, and pink. l'm 


weightless. 


Layne is across from me on the couch, elbows on his knees. | see him in vignettes, lit by the torch then 


suddenly not. Holding his shoelace in his teeth, lulling his head back when the needle touches his skin 


| feel my own twitching and squirming more than | feel my brain reacting. | can't tell then if | imagined Layne 
laying across from me and resting his feet over my abdomen, or if he actually had. It feels real. A weaving of 


legs, facing each other on the couch, scratchy, baggy jeans tangled between one another. 


Another deep breath later I'm finally enjoying my high. | only enjoy it when I'm with Layne, otherwise | suffer 
and my brain tries to trick me into thinking he's there. Despite feeling his stomach rise and fall underneath my 
foot | imagine he is conscious and talking to me in my own head. Like | can hear the gravelly, yet sugary, 
bright texture in his voice. When I'm high, and when it's Layne's dope that does it, | can always hear him 
singing. Like it's distant and barely audible. Like a hallucination. Alien. But | have no complaints. Never a specific 
song, specific words, or even a specific melody. Just the elements of his voice that I'm fond of. The raspiness, 


the darkness, the loudness. 


Then, I'm taken back to happy memories. | think thats my subconscious safe spot, back in old memories where 
| know the ending and don't have to worry. | just relive it, with the comfort of certainty. Perfectly executed 
shows, fun rehearsals, productive recording sessions. Nights with Layne in our old home. In the garden, out in 


the wilderness. Layne snickering, singing, sleeping, smiling, whatever else. 


| wish, lying there motionless, that we were back at that old house. | create the happiest false 
memory/hopeful future in my head to live out the rest of my high. The old house, spring sunset. Warm sun 
and a cool breeze. Cigarette smoke, cold beer. Me and Layne on the porch, looking out at the wide, empty 
street, smoking, talking, drinking. He laughs at something | said and looks out beyond me, from behind those 
sunglasses. | laugh too. Things are okay. 


| don't say anything. In fact | don't feel anything after that. | see black. 

| wake up some time later. More sore and aching than anything else. 

Warm legs. Either it was real or I'd been covered in a blanket: 

| blink myself awake to Texas Chainsaw Massacre on the TV. It's still dark, which Im thankful for. lIl get to go 
back to sleep. Layne is across from me, breathing softly, with his head back. The pink shoelace he had used 


still around his arm, spilling into his palm. 


| can only move my toes. One of my feet is on Layne's abdomen and the other is at the very edge of the 


couch. 

"Layne," | mumble, disconnected from my own voice, like it came from somewhere below me. 

| hold my breath for a second to silence myself and only focus on my right foot. Stillness and quiet for a 
moment, aside from the obnoxious screaming, and then Layne's stomach finally rises and falls. | let that breath 
out. 

"Wake up, man." 

| nudge him with my toes, gently poking him in the ribs at the most awkward and ineffective angle for waking 
someone up | have ever been in. It wasn't like | could get up myself, either. Both of Layne's legs are draped 


heavily over me in dead weight. 


"Come on, man," | croak over the sound of speaker-splitting screaming on the TV. "I need to change the fuckin’ 


channel before | lose my mind." 


Layne gives an annoyed, tired grunt of some kind and tries to roll over. This fails, however, so he lets out a 


huff and settled back into the same position. 
"Wear off?" 

"Mm" 

"S your back hurt like this?" 


Layne nods, playing with his own hair, trying to regain control of his arms and fingers. We're beyond the 
innocence of a couple of hours ago. Nothing feels playful. No fun. 


| finally grab Layne's baggy pant legs and lift him off, giving me enough space to slip off the couch and 
squeeze between it and the coffee table, avoiding the needles on the floor, of course. | don't turn the TV off 


but | turn down the volume and change the channel. | like having the light, at least. It's gentle enough not to 
fry our eyes but bright enough so that | could make sure Layne's alright. 


He's pale in the face and his little mouth is twisted in a frown, but other than that, he seems mostly fine. | 
ruffle what | can of the outgrowth of ringlets on his head from behind the arm he leans on anyway, and Layne 
seems to cease his shudders for a moment. 

"You gonna be okay?" | wonder, as cool as | could My hair might be tangled in my zippers and it may be 
difficult to stand for very long but | don't look affected, at least, not to me, as | catch my reflection across 
the couch in the window. "Feel like shit," Layne mumbles, as he shoves his arm back into his jacket. 


"How'd it feel?" 


| keep rubbing my fingertips through Layne's hair. He's sweaty and hot to the touch, but it's a very small 
price to pay to keep Layne relaxed enough to not throw up or pass out. It seems to be working well enough, 
and just being able to touch him fills some sort of void | have in my chest after my high. 

"Like shit, too. The whole time." 

"Maybe you should get to bed, then. Your actual bed." 


| don't wanna go back to sleep," he pouts, slurred and inarticulate. He decompresses himself out on his back 


and tilts his head up, to see me. "It's just a mattress on the floor anyway, not an ‘actual bed." 

"S better than the couch." | start running the fingers of both hands through Layne's hair and his eyes quickly 
roll back with a groan. My heart starts pounding faster than it had the other couple of times. | have to 
steady my wrists with one another. 

Fuck, not this again 


"l'm okay on the couch" 


"If you say so," | say, dragging my fingers down onto Layne's tensed and shuddering shoulders. Though his skin 


is warm it's covered in goosebumps. 

Ihteresting 

Layne moans low, and his head rolls forward to rest his chin on his chest, or ever so slightly above it. The 
movement isn't much, and | could walk away from it if | wanted, but | can't bring myself to want to. "What? 


You want a neck rub, now?" 


Not so much inebriated but sluggish nonetheless, Layne nods. His hands are shaky and limp, almost like coming 


awake from a dead nerve, but he uses them to rub the circulation back into his face. "It'd be nice," he 


mumbles, thickly. 

| sigh, not irritated, or not truthfully, at least. | push my thumbs down trying not to seem as panicked as | am. 
"Still feel like shit?" 

"Mhm" 

"Need some water or something?" 

"| dunno what | need." 

"You need to sleep, is what you need" 

| don't wanna sleep. Fuckin'..fuckin’ freaks me out." 

Its not an uncommon thing for Layne to act this way after a shitty trip, or even just a particularly shitty 
day in general. He might not admit it, but | know how much he likes being taken care of when | know he isn't 
going to take care of himself. If there was one thing | learned about him while on the road, it was that. No, no 
charity, but a neck rub, sure. 

He brings his hand up to mine, and | fully expect him to smack me away. He doesn't, though, he just rests all 
his fingers on top of mine. | stop pushing my thumbs into his muscles and pause, just holding his shoulder. He 
whines like he's going to say something, or maybe just because he was decompressing against me. 

"You okay?" | wonder out loud. 

"You're shaking," he observes, clinically. 

| take my hands away. 


"Am 1?" | know I'm shaking. | don't want to have this conversation 


"You really are sick, aren't you?" He asks, still staring away from me and asking without much obvious emotion. 


He sounds like he's talking through his teeth. 
"No, | don'-" 
"| didn't hurt you, did |, Jer?" 


He sounds miserable. Or maybe it's afraid. Like he can't bring himself to look at me if | was sick somehow out 


of his guilt. "No, I'm fine, l'm just getting back into my body." 


"You're warm, too." 
No shift, Im obsessed with you and Im in your presence. You're in my head Youre in my nerves. 
‘lm okay, | swear it” 


Pleading my innocence | take my spot back on the couch next to him, as cool and put together as | can look 


with my internal conflict and this new interrogation happening at once. 


He looks at me for a couple of seconds from those emotional, glassy eyes. "Can | ask you a question, Jer?" He 


asks, with some unfamiliar confidence. 

Sites 

"Where do you go?" 

"Where do | go?" 

"Yeah. When you're.high.” He says that word like its sour. "Where does it take you?" 


His question makes me remember my happy place. With Layne in the golden spring light. My chest flutters so | 
try to divert the conversation 


"You first." 

"No, | asked you." 

Fuck. 

"Uh, well," | decide that | can't think on the fly quick enough to make up a scenario so | opt to tell the truth, 
and see where that takes me. "it's you and me, at our old place, maybe six or seven It's..it's spring time, and 
the air is nice and warm, the sun is..uh, golden. You know. Smells like flowers. Lilac bushes. Everything's good 
for a bit" 

ust you and me. 

"Really?" He asks, brightly. 


"Mm. Mhm. Now you.” 


He smiles. | smile too. 


"| was asking because l'm a little..weird. | just see color and feel feelings. Its not really a place or a time, just 


a.an aura It's okay" 

That doesn't sound fun 

"Its nice sometimes. No images though. | wish you could feel it. Feel what. what | feel” 

He has no right taunting me like that. | would do many things to make him feel what | feel 


"Yeah, | hear that." 


"| like yours. | liked those days." He looks over towards the fog on the window, where the chill of the rain stil 
lingered. It feels like winter has been six months long and spring still hasn't started. "lm ready for the sun" 


I'm trying to find the right response when he says, "I could go for a smoke, you?" A little groveling and 
mumbled. He fishes through his pockets for a pack of cigarettes. 


The pavement outside of the garage is still wet with the rain we missed. It smells earthy, like wet moss, but 
the moisture in the air only serves to chill the cold even deeper. Sat on the carved log, | shiver to myself. 
Layne shivers too, but less obviously. Like he's trying to look collected. 

My heart becomes uncomfortable in my ribcage again. Stealing all the attention from my other reactions. 
Instead of handing me the lighter, he just gets close to my face, sending my blood pressure through the roof 
and making me jump a little. He lights both of our cigarettes at once, pushing the sparking end of his into mine. 
Shake it off. Means nothing. Saves time is all 

"What else do you see?" He relaxes against the wood and blows smoke into the air. 

"Huh?" 

"You always sing to me when l'm high out of my mind." 

No, god, thats not fair. Hm too? Why this? Why me? 

"You sing to me too," | retort, a little bewildered by the commonality. 


"But it's just your voice.” 


"Yours too. | know I've told you this a thousand times, but I'm-" 


"completely in love with your voice," we say, so much at the same time | barely register it as two separate 


people. "Yeah," | take a drag and look away. "..that:" 

"There's a lot that | wish | could tell you." Layne mumbles around the filter. When | look back at him he's 
staring at the floor with his cigarette burning away between his fingers. "I just wish you could see what | see 
then | wouldn't have to say anything at all." 

"You can tell me anything, you know that." 

"| can, but | don't want to." 


| want to poke fun at him for the profound way he says that but | don't. | tread carefully. 


"You sound like you're carting me off into the pearly gates in my head, you know that?" He says, a little 
jokingly around his cigarette. Twangy. 


"Don't sit here and tell me I'm some sort of angel," 

"Why not? You sound like one." 

| snort and stare off somewhere away from him. 

"You must be hanging around different angels than me." 

"| guess you could say that." 

We sit there for a moment. Anxiously | suck down my cigarette in only a couple of minutes. 


"I know, you know, that | know, you're acting weird" He finally says. | ash the filter into the ground and flick it 


towards the ashtray. | miss. 
"| told you, | just..am still not used to running on a schedule, is all” 
"You fucked up the schedule, didn't you?" He says, flatly. 


| can't help but sigh and rub my face. I'm sure answering that question ages me about twenty years. "Yeah. 


Yeah, | fucked it up." 
"Why?" He's still speaking so monotonous and flat. Masking whatever emotion he feels as a result. 


‘Im just..trying to figure some things out. Lot of shit on my mind" 


"So write it down," he ashes his cigarette. "You can tell me anything, too, you know. That shit kind of goes both 


ways." 
Its nothing you have to worry about." 


He sounds more annoyed now. "So, we've both decided that we can tell each other anything at all, but neither 


of us will?" 
"Yeah. That sounds about right." 
"Yeah." He groans against his hands with his face buried in them and shoots back up. 


"There's another mooncake on the counter if you want it" He says, and disappears into the house. 


3. Midnight 


Author's Notes: 
CW FOR DRUG USE. This one feels a bit long, but | broke things up into multiple chapters to make it a little 


easier to read. | hope you enjoy! 


“Guess what | got" 


Layne kicks open the backyard door and sticks an arm into a big brown paper bag, grinning with his lower lip 


between his teeth. 
"| dunno, tapes? Records?" 
"Hair dye," he says, giddy, and pulls a tube of royal blue hair dye from the bag. "Wanna help me with it?" 


"Manic Midnight," | read aloud from the bottle. ".sure. If you have gloves this time." He grins and pulls a bag of 
latex gloves out of the bag, too. "Don't worry your pretty little head, | thought about that, too." 


| have flashbacks to playing three shows with everything from my hands to my biceps stained hot pink. I'm not 
even sure how it got that bad. | just knew | didn't want anything to do with hair dye again 


ld do it for him, though 

"Wanna do it tonight?" 

"Yeah, sure.” Our schedule isn't clear. It's Friday. Not sure when we're going to do that. 
"Or right now?" 


He smiles a smile that | couldn't even say no to as a joke. I'm elbow deep in the soil of the backyard but I'm 


more than ready to help him out before the sun sets. 


"Yeah," | laugh, dusting the dirt off my jeans. "Sure." 


"You don't have to be afraid to touch me," he laughs. | can't not be. Every time my fingers make contact with 


an atom of his being my chest pounds and | can feel the pressure of all my blood in my face. 

"sorry," | mumble, a little too quiet for him to hear me. That's permission to move his jaw to one side, to get 
better access to the side of his head, but | let my torso relax and touch his back anyway. "Don't be sorry, 
either. What's with you?" 


He moves on his own to face me this time and interrupts my shitty finger-painting job. If | wasn’t so used to 
this by now | probably would have froze in his eye contact, or turned to stone. 


"What do you mean? What am | doing? I'm just-" 


"You're acting like | did something horrible to you and you can't even relax around me. You're jumpy, Jer. You 


need to tell me what's up or l'm gonna shake it outta you." 


| swear to god, | don't know. I'm just not myself and there's a lot on my mind" Saying it out loud makes the 


internal voice even louder. 
| think | might be in love with you and Im not sure what fo do about it. Say it 


"Well what's on your mind? | know how you are, you're never gonna feel better unless you spill all your guts 


so go ahead." 


"Not." | look at the hair dye staining through the gloves and feel nothing but the urge to finish what we 
started here. "Not this time, Layne. At least not right now. Can | just finish this?" 


He studies me with his giant eyes for a moment and turns back around. "Okay, fine. But then you're spewing. | 


don't know how to deal with you unless you give me something | can work with." 

He doesn't say much else besides random commentary for the program on TV. | don't reply in much but 
grunts, because l'm too busy splitting my focus between finishing his hair dye and figuring out what l'm going 
to say when he wants me to talk. 

Ím in love with you 

Not happening. 

lm trying fo figure out who | am and for some reason that involves you 


Too ambiguous. Leaves too much room to assume something weird and/or sinister. 


lm completely, utterly insane. 


"Well. think I'm done." 

My thoughts race a litle faster now. I'm running out of time to think of something to say. 

"Alright" he says, breathlessly, pulling himself out of the flipped dining chair. He tends to rinse early. Likes the 
multicolor, in-development look. "Meet me at the sink," he walks away, lugging the chair behind him. The towel 

around his neck and his bare back are both stained in blue. I'm not sure why l'm so terrible at it. Just jumped 
the gun | guess. 

I'm shaking with anxiety by the time Layne positions himself in the sink. Head back, neck fitting nicely atop the 
broken kitchen countertop, feet drawn up on the chair for maximum flexibility. He's so lanky that he looks like 
a death-curled tarantula. 

God, he's going to stare right at me, too, isn't he? 


He sees night through you. 


| throw my hair over my shoulder to keep it from falling into his face and start the sink. Cold water. So as to 


not fade it all out. Too cold to be pleasant, so he winces. 

"Okay, what's the deal?" He says, irritated. | do feel him staring right through me. Maybe he notices me 
hesitate before placing my hand on his scalp, maybe he doesn't. | try not to be too handsy in getting the dye 
out. | try not to spray him in the face with the hose, too. 


| sigh, because its truly the only thing | can think to do. "I'm not sure how to word this in a way that's not 


going to make you punch me in the face." 

"Ooh," he smiles, and raises his eyebrows. "Fun" 

‘Not fun. Definitely not fun" 

its definitely possible to make it fun Youre just too afraid fo. 
"You dying? You break something? What?" 

"No, | didn't, I'm not-.." 


| take another deep breath from my nose and thumb some residual dye from around his ears. It's a little 


overwhelming. 


Well, you could just make like a true high schooler and just kiss him, instead 


Right, and what do | do when he never wants to see me again and | have to be the one to explain why Alice in 


Chains is no more? 


Well, | kind of sort of kissed Layne and he got mad and never wanted to see me again You know, real prime, 
stand-up guy type of shit. Real ladies’ man shit. Jesus. 


"Then what?" He says, a little softer. More serious. 


That look in his eyes is very familiar. I've genuinely worried him with my overbearing urge to tell no one 


anything. 
Moving my hand the back of his head | can't help but just frown down at him. Resting bitch face, and all that. 


But, | let my body go on autopilot for just long enough to cradle his head in my hand and glance down at his 


little mouth under his nose. 
No. Not right now. 


"You're rinsed," | say instead. He sighs and pulls the towel over his head. Then | watch him walk away. 


"Well? Verdict?" He says, pulling the towel from his head. 

"Manic midnight," | recall 

"Do | look good?" 

Like a fucking angel, man. A blue one, but an angel nonetheless 

‘Of course. As always." 

He pretends to blush and dips his pointer finger into his cheek It's a joke, and a sweet gesture, but makes me 
paranoid. The furnace is going, outside it looks like orange rainclouds, old music videos are playing on TV, the 
sun is down. We're about to get high again, and | don't know if I'm ready. 


He hums to himself in the kitchen. Gathering his tools, | think. 


That same part of me is so very excited for him to do this for me again. Aching in my bones for him to 


touch me. 


Maybe Layne and the feeling of euphoria go hand in hand in my core memories. 
There. ve cracked it 

"Are you good? | mean, you wanna do this or what?" 

"Yeah, yep. l'm good" 


"Sounds good-" he starts, "but, l'm not gonna so much as open the fuckin’ bag until you tell me what the 
fuck's going on" 


He waltzes into my view holding his box, bag, and book, and watches from above with a truly beyond annoyed 
expression tainting his otherwise gentle face. "And l'm ready to do this now, so you might as well speak up." 


The euphoria thing. He'll understand 

‘Okay, fine. Just-just sit down, you're making me nervous." 

He does as | ask and crosses his arms over his chest. | can't help but notice his neck and ears are still stained 
blue, and his eyebrows and sideburns are a soft, slight shade of sea green. He must have rubbed the dye on 
them while he was drying off. 

‘lm just..you know. just." 


Fuck, | need a cigarette. 


“There's just something I've been meaning to..to tell you, and | really don't want to, and | don't want to sound 


like a fuckin’ weirdo, but | just. think that-I think you..in my head you're like, like this..." 
God, you sound braindead 


"I kind of associate you with this like..euphoria, okay? Like, every time I'm around you | get over-excited like... 


like because when | see you, we do this, and it just." 

He looks confused beyond all help. And | don't blame him. I'm not exactly great with my words when explicit 
specificity is being asked of me while | can't even form words in my head. l'm good at subtlety. And I've 
already exhausted that. 


"I just have been..a little manic, about you, lately.” 


"What does that mean, Jer?" He asks, flatly again. Making me even more nervous than | was before. Panic 


attack nervous. | scratch at the back of my wrist to try and calm myself. 


"| mean that..that | think lim. that I+" 

He wraps his fingers around my wrist and pulls my hands apart 

That does it Panic attack imminent: Prepare to gasp for air and curl into a ball and to- 
"You're freaking out, just calm down and tak to me." He says, and its like a spell 

Im a wreck. Chewing on my lip | take a deep shaky breath through my nose. 

God, please, for the love of god this isn’t even remotely far. Why me? 


When he doesn't let go of my wrist, my body falls into autopilot mode yet again. And | do nothing this time to 


stop myself from kissing him. 

Think of the consequences! Stop, or something horrible will- 

Never in my life did | feel such a strong and sure reciprocal kiss back. Both of his hands on my face in a 
matter of a fraction of a second A sharp intake of breath through his nostrils and a surprised yet strangely 
satisfied groan 


What the fuck? What the fuck am I doing? Worse, what the fuck is he doing? 


We both part at the same time but neither of us throw the other, or fall back, or anything besides study 
each other. He doesn't say anything. | don't say anything. | just wait, and he kisses me again 


Wow, okay. 


It was somehow like a fulfillment of everything I've never been able to explicitly say or even think. It feels like 


opium already. This must be a fucking trip. 

| almost pull him into my lap against my better judgment. Thankfully | am still sober. Goosebumps, all over my 
entire body. My hands on his neck and my thumbs on his jaw. Just like | had been too afraid to do in the sink 
Jesus, christ. What the fuck am | doing’ 

"Layne wait," | finally say, and though I'd never heard a more unappealing idea than stopping, | need to. 


Layne, stop," 


"I thought you'd never fucking do it," he grovels, ignoring me and parting from my mouth to kiss at my neck. | 


can't stop my eyes from rolling into my skull against my will. 


"Layne," 


He finally pulls away and looks at me with his pupils blown huge. "l'm sorry," he says, shaky and unsure. "No no 


no, don't be sorry, /m sorry, you don't have to~" 

"No, please, | want to." 

Nothing should ever be this easy. There had to be a catch. 
"Are you sure?" | wonder. He nods, unblinking. 


I'm so frazzled | can't even bring myself to accept that this is real. But, I'm not letting this end. And | am not 
letting this feeling slip. He needs to get me high. Now. 


| grab around for his hand and when | find it, frantically bring it to the bend of my elbow. His fingers land 


where my vein is underneath all my two thousand layers of clothes. "Please." 


He takes a breath, stares at me with his eyes even more huge and dilated than always, and scrambles for his 


box again. 


I'd never seen him more eager to perform a task before. He was pure energy at that point, pure movement, 


nothing more. Like he hardly existed if not to get me high. 
He kisses me again while he pulls my arm free from my jacket. It feels a little more real then. 


Fingers around my wrist, squeezing like he's trying to keep me from running away. The shoelace around my 


arm, pulled tight with his teeth. Gasping for breath. 

He only stops touching me when he needs to heat the bent spoon. The water bottle with the hole in the top, 
the bundle of rubber band bound Q-Tips. It's exciting, the careful, mindful measurement, the blue flame, the 
bubbles. That's when the panic sets back in. 

"Layne |'m-" 

He stops the blow torch, and it sits dormant between his knees. 


"l'm..scared.” 


| don't know why it took making out with my best friend on his couch to admit that, but it's true. | am scared. 


Its a scary experience. And my brain isn't a fun place to get stuck in 


"Do you want me to-" 


"No, no, don't stop, just-" | chew on the inside of my cheek while he relights the torch. He keeps his eyes on 


me, though. "just say you're gonna be here the whole time." 


"| never take my eyes off you, Jer," he says, softly. | watch him a little too closely as he readies a syringe. 


"Even when I'm fucked up out of my mind | make sure you know I'm here when you wake up." 


He allows me to absorb what he's said while filling and subsequently tapping his syringe. Or, mine, if l'm 


technical. 
"Are you ready?" He asks again, like always. | just nod this time. 
This is different. This feels new. Exciting. Better now. On the same page now, somehow. 


Who knows. Maybe that's never going to happen again But | have the satisfaction of knowing it did. New 


material, too. 
"Okay, then-" 
"A deep breath, | know." 


"And hold it" He holds my wrist steady with one hand and with the other, presses the needle to my flesh. 
Then, while | draw in that gasp to hold again, he ignites another kiss. He waits longer this time. Keeps my blood 
in the bodice longer. But when he finally plunges down it's like I'm filling with fire. 


| groan out his name in panic again, and he shushes me back down. "Shh, it's okay, relax," 


It feels so warm this time. No more of those chills or cold flashes. His fingers around my wrist is like a billion 
static shocks. That feeling of falling returns so | grit my teeth, and | do the only thing | can think to do in 
grabbing at Layne like he's the only thing that can save me from it and curling my fingers pointlessly into his 
sweater. Finally the needle is gone, and I'm left to bleed onto the couch and ride it out. 


"How does it feel?" He mumbles against the side of my mouth. 


"Its too much," | whine. | know | sound pathetic but it's true and l'm about as vulnerable as one can be. He 
tries to ease me in the same familiar way, his thumb on my cheek, his knuckles on my jaw. "Feels like l'm 


fucking..burning alive" 


"You're fighting it, just let it in," he says, leaning his forehead against mine. I'm too aware of how everything 
feels. Him touching me is overwhelming. Fade hto You, for the millionth time this week on the TV is too loud. 
The rain is pounding my head more than it is the windows. But, taking his advice, | relax my shoulders and 


instead hold around his. He lays with me a moment, but disappears from my grip. "No no no, please don-" 


"IFs okay, just..give me just a minute, | just. wanna be there with you," he mumbles and trails off. His voice 


blends into the sound of the blowtorch. 

"Some kind of night into your darkness 

Colors your eyes with what's not there." 

| watch him ready and prick himself this time. | watch him moan in pure bliss when he leans back against the 
couch, eyes rolling back until only the whites of them were exposed to the air. | watch myself, my arms 
grabbing out in front of me by no choice of my own, one clothed and one dripping blood He collects the trail 
with his thumb and comes back to me, finally. Then it's just us. He finds a spot on top of me, kisses my face 
and lays on my chest. And then, it's all midnight blue. 

"Fade into you 

Strange you never knew 

Fade into you 

| think it's strange you never knew.." 

Around the overplayed love song | feel only suggestions of what he's doing to me. 

Holy fuck, it's like fire. 

Like splashes of molten gold on my skin when he wipes the blood from my arm again, and rubs his fingers into 
my skin in a trail until he grips my hand. Tight. Fingers laced between mine. His cheek on my chest, his other 
arm disappearing into the couch. | try to squeeze back, hitting a wall when using my fingers became 


impossible. 


Floating into his chest | take every breath like it's going to be my last and make sure | can smell his clothes 


with every one. So | know he's here. 
My fingers within his blue curls. Frozen in place. 


"l think its strange you never knew..." 


| wake up when | feel Layne shaking me awake. He's saying my name over and over, my real name, not just 


"Jer" now. | panic, finally, and sit myself up. He's across from me on the couch with his eyes huge and glassy 


and his nose and cheeks cherry red. 
"What? What happened? Are you okay?" 
"Are you?" 


Now that he asks, | remember nothing. | feel nothing and | felt nothing. I'm numb to the tips of my fingers. And 


sick to my stomach. 

| look down at myself to see my jacket, the couch, and the shoulder of my shirt, all covered in blood. Trails and 
branches. | touch my face and bring my hand into view again to find my fingertips dappled and my palms 
smeared with blood. Not just from my arm, from my nose. | try and wipe as much of it as | can off. 

"l'm fine. just..it's just a nosebleed," 

He watches me, | can feel him, as | make my way to the bathroom. My face is flushed pink and there's veins 
of blood running down my face onto my neck A pretty gory sight. And probably something pretty startling for 
someone coming off their high. 

He definitely thought you were dead 

About the same moment that | see myself | wretch, | throw up whatever little I'd eaten into the sink. | run 
the water to muffle the sound a bit, because I'm too far to kick the door closed and | don't want him to think 
he needs to come and hold my hair back. 

lm so fucking sorry." | hear him, finally, as he peeks into the bathroom. "I didn't think-" 


"No, no, its not your fault," | try and reassure, though I'm not entirely sure that's untrue. | just try to sound 
less bothered than | am, rinsing out my mouth and spitting back into the sink. 


ks that irresponsible, or is that overestimation? Did | fuck up, or did he? Was it the dope or was it the blow from 
this morning? Was it both? 


| shouldn't have..fuck, | shouldn't have given you that," 


"It felt good," | lie. | dont remember anything but holding him against my chest. The high | felt definitely wasn't 


because of the dope. And | smile, though | know my face is covered in blood. "Don't be sorry." 


‘Lam sorry. | fucking..| didnt mean to do that. l'm sorry." 


"No, don't-" 


Why did he give me more than usual? Was it just a lapse of judgement, for obvious reasons? An accidental 


overshot? A test to see how much | could handle? 
| didn't feel like bringing that up to him. | just ran the sink and washed the blood from my neck. 
"don't worry about me, Layne. | think you should just go to bed" 


He looks like he's about to say something in the reflection of the mirror, but instead he just turns away from 
me without another word. 


4. Mundane 


Author's Notes: 

CW FOR DRUG USE. Disclaimer for writing the details of drug use as someone who is not personally versed. 
But, again, it's just a work of fiction. If you've made it this far, thank youl | appreciate your read and your 
support. Enjoy! 


l'm used to my reactions to all my various substances by now. 
| know what to expect, what's going to happen, where it's going to end. I'm almost bored of it. 


Kissing Layne and nearly overdosing last week opened up a can of worms so to speak but at least it made my 
Fridays a little bit more interesting. That's one day out of the week at least. Two if | happen to stay past the 


time Layne wakes up. 

We hadn't talked about it since | left Saturday morning, and then | made sure he was asleep when | left. The 
kiss or the near overdose, and definitely not whether or not the latter was intentional. We'd had writing 
sessions with Mike and Sean and we'd talked, just not about that. And another Friday had come around, and now 


that we were alone with one another, there was no way we weren't going to get through the night without 


mentioning it. 
| wasn't going to be the one to initiate it though. Not a chance. 
"Uh, so," 


Oh great. | guess | hadn't realized that not bringing it up meant he was going to have to, and | was still going 
to have to respond. Fuck. 


"So," | mimic. 
"I had a question" 


"What might that be?" | ask, coldly, around a new cigarette. The air was so wet and frigid it was almost 
impossible to light. 


"Uh..." he stopped. | flicked up my gaze but didn't keep it there for long. | wanted to smoke my cigarette far, 
far more than | wanted to hear his idea. A knot of anxiety formed in my stomach. "So | was thinking..about, 


you know, last week, and." 


| chew the inside of my cheek. He sounds so muffled, like he can barely get the words out. 
"And..if you're still still up, for that, then," 


"For what?" I'm not trying to play stupid. | just want to make sure we really are on the same page before | let 
him continue. The drugs, or whatever else happened last week? 


"For fuck's sake, Jerry, you kissed me." 


| can't help but smirk around my smoke. Thankfully he laughs, though it seems exhausted. This must have 


been hard for him to say and | wasn't making it any easier. | soften up on him. "lm up for it. Guaranteed" 
"Okay, then would you consider doing it yourself this time?" 


| could have swallowed and choked on my lit smoke as he said that. God, no. What if | fuck up and kill myself? 
That'd be one hell of an ending for some dumb spur of the moment thing. At least thats what | think it is. 


"At the same time that | take mine. I'll guide you through it" 

"Why?" 

"Why? Because | want to watch you, that's why." 

He must have been afraid of hurting me again. | don't blame him. But I'm afraid of fucking it up, too. Not to 
even mention the somewhat voyeuristic suggestion of that request, but there must have been some other 
motive to it, besides making sure he didn't go overboard. 

"At least that way you can stop when you think you should" He takes a long drag. 

"| don't really know when that is.” 


"You'll know. You knew before." 


A flashback plays in my head, of me grabbing Layne by the shoulder, and the words ‘It's too much’ tumbling 


out of me before | can even think to form them. | guess he's right. | probably will know. 


"Either way," another long drag, as he readjusts in his seat. ".look, | know you're shooting up without me. | don't 


know how you're getting it and I'm not gonna pry it out of you." 
My heart drops through the ground below me. 


"I just wanna make sure what you're doing ain't gonna make you wind up dead" 


"Layne-" 


"I'm not mad at you, l'm not exactly faultless either, I'm just worried about you. That's not..it's not you, Jer. 


Its." 
He stops. 

"Hts us. Hs me. It's not you" 

Is this jealousy? Or just worry? 

"| don't plan on doing it by myself anymore anyway." 

Ace 

"Yeah. It doesn't feel worth it. It doesn't feel worth shit, actually" 


"You keep telling yourself that," he says, smiling around his cigarette. He looks away from me, but | know that 
smile, and | don't like it. Like he knows something I'm too afraid to admit to myself. 


But its not the dope you're addicted fo, is it? 

| recall the last time | shot up on my own. 

It was like a nightmare in cold sweat. Alone, with a devil over my shoulder, a shoelace in my teeth and a deep 
chill in my bones. | can't even stick myself without feeling sick And falling back on the bed only allowed me to 
focus on how much my back hurt. It didn’t help distract me from the stressors of the day, or whatever 


awful haunting lies in my head, all it did was make me wish Layne was there. And, hear his voice distantly in 


my own head. 

"| get it. MI listen" 

"To who? Me, you, or the dope?" 

"To whoever's talking,” 

He sighs. "So you'll do it?" 

"Ill do it, yeah. But don't mind me if | get a little shy." 


"Shy," he laughs. "Do | have to remind you-" 


"That | kissed you?" | interject. lim not shy about that anymore. l'm shy about letting him watch me. It's like 
being stark naked and stared at. | can't explain it. "| honestly feel more that you kissed me." 


"And I'll fuckin’ do it again, god," he stands back up and heads into the house with a half-genuine huff and a 
flick of his spent cigarette. Into the gravel, away from the garden I've been planting for him. Definitely 


intentionally. 


| smile through the anxiety and the malaise. | don't know if that's what | want. But it feels warm, and inviting, 


so | allow it to overcome the stronger feelings in me. At least for now. 


"Now drop it into the middle." 


| do as he says, more focused on steadying my shaking hands than performing the remaining tasks. Mimicking 
his every move to the smallest detail. 


God, what else? The bottle, the Q Tip, the needle, all the different parts of the needle and the- 
His hand lands on my shoulder. 
"You don't have to do this, Jer." 


"No, | want to." | reassure him, though I'm not sure either. I'm flooded with both excitement and horror. Both 


what if | fuck up and what if | dont? 
dena 

Im sure" | swallow my hesitation "What else?" 
"Now push the needle against the cotton’ 
Maybe that's where | fucked up last time. 
"How much?" 

How much do you want?" 

Not enough to kill me, thanks. 


"| don't know. | don't know how to gauge it" 


"Less than last time?" 

| nod. 

"Okay, then I'll tell you when to stop." 

His gaze is like fire. | feel it on my skin, burning two huge, round holes. 


Its almost maddening for a moment. Watching the liquid fill the glass. Watching Layne out of focus behind it. 
Urge Overkill on the TV, for the millionth time. 


"Stop." 
| stop. 
"Perfect. That's it" 


Oh, that's it. | overthink it for a minute making sure there's no bubbles or debris or whatever else could 


possibly be- 

"Hurry 

| chew my cheek and look away from him. Thats it, | hear in my head again. Layne watches me like a hawk. 

| hold the syringe in my teeth for a moment while | tug my arm out of my sleeve. It's still bruised from last 
time but its not stopping me right now. I'm too determined to give Layne what he wants to care about the 
consequences of doing it. Then | press it to my skin. 

"Easy," he says. His fingers land softly on my wrist. “Don't force it. Just relax. A deep breath, remember?" 
Fuck, the deep breath! | always remember when he does it. Why did | forget the deep breath? 

One deep breath later, I'm gritting my teeth and filling with lava. 

"Oh, fuck," spills out of me, and | struggle to get it all out of the syringe before | feel myself trying to fall into 


the couch. "That's it," | hear him coo, somewhere beside me. He sounds like he's speaking from the next room. 


"Ohh, fuck...” 


Finally | get to pull the needle out. Maybe I'm just a bleeder, because blood gushes down my arm faster and 
thinner than the last time, even. | don't feel like that's a good thing, but Layne doesn't look too concerned. Then 
again, he looks like fuzzy golden light and nothing more, so | guess | wouldn't know either way. He's pulling the 
needle out of his skin, still composed enough to set it safely on the table. | can't even move, not much more 


than a grasp at thin air in his direction 


Its like l'm swimming through boiling water to get to him, though | know I'm merely a foot away on the couch. 


‘Oh my god, Layne," 


He's gotten something different this time. Something else not cut with coffee creamer, probably. Something 


unbelievably pure and incredible. Orgasmic. In fact, thats exactly how | feel. Like I'm mid-orgasm forever. 


| can't help but squirm, whimper pathetically and cover my face. "Hey, hey,” he says, low and quiet. "Let me 


clean you up, hold on" 

He folds a napkin up to collect the blood on my arm, and | barely catch it over my heaving chest. l'm panting 
like my life depends on it, melting against the touch, groaning with my knuckles between my teeth. "Oh, Jer," he 
coos, with his eyebrows worried together. 

| wish | could hear him talk to me like that forever. He's got my wrist in his hands, thumb against my vein, 
counting the thumps of my pulse. Watching me squirm. Like he's drinking in my response to whatever he just 
let me put inside my bloodstream. | feel like an experiment, an edge of paranoia creeping up in my throat, but 
smashing back down entirely with another thought-l like it. He's observing me. Taking mental notes. Looking at 
me like I'm in a petri dish and | lke it. 

| almost want to scream "aren't you high, too?" But | know this by now. He's almost numb to it. 


Not me though, good lord. 


He pins my hands to the couch, both of them this time. "Shh," he urges, quietly. | watch in slow motion, as he 


leans down towards me again. "What does it feel like?" He asks. Soft, in my ear. 
"Like I'm-" | stutter. 

Hm?" 

"Like l'm..fucking..being torn apart." 

"Just relax, you're shaking," 


He presses a kiss to the side of my head and buries his face into my shoulder. He's on top of me again, folded 


into my corners. 


‘lm trying." | can't help but tug at his grip, shuddering, and trying to push him off of me with my hips. To no 


avail. 


"Don't try," he kisses my neck with a tiny, quiet ‘pop' sound. "Just close your eyes, and let it.do what it does.” 


It feels like electricity stinging my veins. Like my back is being prodded mercilessly and | can't stop it unless | 
arch into a lazy half bridge. His touch isn't urging me to relax. It's like an allergic reaction, any way he touches 
me is like torture. Sweet, wonderful torture, but still unbearable and overwhelming. 


| tug one more time from my wrists and his grip just gets tighter. 


‘Kiss me," | finally demand, as breathy words tumbling out of my mouth, and me struggling to catch them. 
"Please." A little more desperate and less composed. 


He does so, as | request brainlessly, with a whine of what sounds like bliss. | never would have seen myself 
here, | realize, while my hands search for the sheared curls on the back of his head. High out of my mind, 
spinning, spiraling even, and being held up only by Layne's scruffy little golden face against mine. Nearly purring 
with satisfaction. Sounds I've never heard him make and still l'm not so sure I'm not hallucinating them. 


"Tell me how good it feels," he says, pulling away from me. | almost go after him but | would rather fulfill his 
request. 


"It feels fucking..unreal, Layne," 
"Is it good?" 


"So good," | can't even control my own diction My response is only a hair shy of a moan of pure pleasure. But 
it's how | feel. Like I'm wrapped in the finest silk in the universe, or the warmest blanket ever spun. 


| hear another "Oh, Jer," from him while he nuzzles into my neck. His weight on me is minuscule but nearly 


suffocating and | scramble to tear him off of me, or at least my body tries. | stop it. | want him closer to me, 


to be a part of me. 


"Layne | think-" words start to fall out of me again. | can't stop those no matter how hard | try. "I think l'm.. 


gonna pass out." 

"That's okay," he mumbles. 

"Don't leave me, please," | beg. It sounds so weak in my head, and as Girl, You'll Be a Woman Soon climaxes 
around me | curse my own sleepiness. | wish | could enjoy it. Ride it out and do whatever it is Layne does. 
Besides fall asleep. Enjoy the night air and the fog maybe. Listen to more music. Watch a movie. But no. l'm 
overwhelmed and the only thing my body can do is shut down. 

What if | don't wake up? 


‘lm not leaving you. Ever." 


He seems to pet some of my hair out of my face, tucked behind my ear. | feel sweat beading across my 
forehead but I'm too cold to try and will it away. Shaking violently | let out another hostage breath and lean 
my head to kiss his hand. He opens up the fat of his palm for me, where | can't even stop myself from kissing 


and moving over to each of his fingers. Then, l'm asleep. 


‘Jerry’ 
| groan 

"Jer, wake up. 

| blink myself awake to blinding, blurry light 


"Easy," Layne mumbles, and | feel his hand around my bicep. I'm trying to climb off of hard, cold ground. Tiles. 
The bathroom. 


As my vision clears | find myself looking up at Layne through sweat dampened hair from the bathroom floor. 
"Are you okay?" He wonders, like he knows the answer already and doesn't feel like waiting for one. 

"| don't know." | say, truthfully. 

"| still got you sick," he says, like his voice is thick with tears. "I should have cut that with something” 


The word "sick" reactivates an extreme pang of nausea within me, and | scramble over to the toilet to grip it 


by the sides and throw up, for what has to be the millionth time by now though | remember none. 
He pulls my hair from around my entire body into one lazy, loose gripped pony tail behind my head 
‘Im sorry Jer. | really don't think we should do this anymore" 

"No, it's—" | gasp, before | wretch again 

"No, seriously. | don't think you should do it anymore. It gets you sick, it doesn't seem worth it! 


İt is, | almost bark, and I'm unsure if the tears stinging my eyes are from the trauma of throwing up or the 


idea of never being so close with Layne again 


"But-" 
"Stop while you still can," he says. There's a layer of sadness in his voice. 


| decide I'll listen to that. And I'll figure out a way to bring up the rest when I've cleaned myself up. 


Layne, listen." 
"I really like..what we've got going on here, and | really don't think I'm ready to stop." 


| lean against the doorframe of the bathroom and hold my sweat-slicked hair from my face. He's still on the 


couch, probably still high, fiddling with the loose thread on his glove 
"Which part?" 

"Both: 

He presses his lips together in thought and stares at the ground. 

"| don't know what's going on with us but |." 

"| dont either.” 

"| like it. And if you want me to stop with..with the dope, | will. | only." 
He looks back up at me again 

"| only really do it because | like when you..y'know.." 

"What?" 

" take care of me, | guess. | like needing you and you wanting me +o. 

He scratches his scruff and the tip of his nose reddens. Just a tiny bit 


"You don't need to shoot up for me to care about you." 


"I know that, but it just-..feels more real, | guess." 

| wish you would have just talked to me." He says after a pause. | decide that talking to him across the living 
room is pointless and | make my spot back on the couch, across from him. | don't want to be one to pussy out 
of a good talk, but this one is hard. 

"What do you mean?" 


"Jer, I've been trying to get you like this for years," he laughs, and starts to dig around his pockets for a pack 


of cigarettes. | offer him one from the pack in my vest. 

When he takes it, there's a charged silence. 

'Like what?" 

"This would be a lot easier if you just stopped playing dumb" He mopes. 


"Okay, fine." | laugh, but he doesn't crack a smile. "I was scared, okay? You should know how horrifying it is to... 
try and do something about..about it” 


“About what?" He says, mocking my tone of voice. "See, that's how you sound. We fucking know, Jer! Sweet 


lord." 
Finally, a smile! God, it was too depressing in here. 
"Then do something about it if we all know so we-" 


He grabs me by the face, one lit cigarette in between his fingers and plants a big, quick kiss on me. Loud, and 


expressive. 
“There. Happy?" 


A little shaken | steady myself back out. "Yeah. Happy. 


| guess being used to my highs is like working for no pay. The payoff has been Layne the entire time, and him, 
| already seem to have. This night is particularly calming after I'm able to steady back out, after a couple of 
cigarettes, a beer and a few hours of music videos. By the time I'm too tired to keep my head up Layne is 


dozing off and shrinking into his jacket. 


Is he..really falling asleep? Before me? 
| haven't slept in three days," | recall him saying from earlier writing sessions. 


| can't bring myself to let him sleep upright with his arms crossed over his chest so, as gently as | can, | 
shake him awake. 


"Layne," | whisper, over Nirvana on the TV. 

He blinks awake, and his pupils finally shrink to normal. It's relieving, almost. 
"Hm?" He groans, still asleep. 

"Why dont you go to bed?" 

"Mm, can't sleep there.” 

Well, the couch certainly isn't more comfortable. 

"Why?" 

"Cold," he mumbles, rubbing his face with his gloves. 

"ll be there," | catch myself saying. “If you want." 


He looks up at me between his fingers with a softer edge to his face. He stares for a second, then nods. 


This would be my first time here not sleeping on the couch. Suddenly l'm very aware of why Layne hates 
sleeping in his own bed so much. It's ice cold and rock hard like a prison bench but with enough layers of 


clothes and blankets, it's almost homey. 


Rain raps at the windows while | kneel myself onto the mattress. Loud, thunderous, and distracting. But perfect 
for now. It soundtracks a slow, soft, wonderful kiss. 


Holy shit, this isnt real 


Around a rush of rain he grips the roots of my hair like he's afraid I'm going to run away and hugs around 


my shoulders. "Thank you," he mumbles, quietly. Another clap of thunder rattles the little house while he 


settles himself against me. My cheek against his bony back, my legs mimicking the bend of his and fitting 


against him nicely, my arm around his waist and my fingers laced between his. 


He doesn't say anything else. In fact, I'm sure he's asleep within moments. But my heart pounds like I'm running 
a marathon rather than trying to sleep. 


This is perfect. This is better than | could have ever even dreamt. 


He sighs softly in a way | don't recognize, and that's how | finally know he's asleep. Easily. Like he didn't have a 


care in the world. 
He didn't hate his bed, he just hated sleeping alone in it. 


"Sleep good," | whisper. | can't even hear it over the sound of the rain. "I got you." 


5. Mockingbird 


Author's Notes: 
CW FOR MENTIONS OF DRUG USE. This one is heavily lifted from No Excuses, both from the song itself and the 


apparent meaning from various sources. | thought it needed a sweet little blurb in my writing. | hope you enjoy! 


l'm writing a song for him. About him. Or us, | guess. | didn't want it to sound too personal. Maybe it's 
something that a lot of people can relate to; watching in total uselessness as someone you care about suffers 
in their own head. Everything that's been on my mind lately. 

| stopped. With the dope, not with everything. Everything else is whatever, not exactly any of my worry or 
problem. I'll figure that out later. But | still go to his house on Fridays. | still stay over until Saturday. Only a 
couple have passed but each time has been more and more rewarding. Just being able to hold him against my 
chest, hear and feel him breathe. | know he's okay. He knows l'm there. 


He knows someone is there, thats for sure. 


His heart beats so slowly sometimes that | almost shake him awake in sheer panic. But | absorb some of that 
profound pain in his chest whenever | touch him. 


Sadness slows a heartbeat. 


How dramatic, but it couldn't be truer. He's just feeling physically what he feels mentally. And | don't blame 


him. 

He's opening up to me more. And the more he opens up the more | realize there's nothing | can really do to 
help. He's not receptive. He doesn't want the help. He doesn't push me away but he doesn't give me the 
answers | want. 

"Are you okay?" 

"Yeah, fine." 

"Whats wrong?" 


"Nothing, l'm just..it's just..cold, outside." 


Yeoh. Sure is. 


He can't trick me into thinking this is something seasonal. This doesn't pass. He's always like this until those 


small pockets where he isn't. 


Of course, | didn't expect to see a full blossoming relationship or anything. But I'm here if he wants it. Here if 
he doesn't, too. 


He just needed somebody there. H doesn't matter that it was you 
Im here, though. 

"Im here, you know that" 

"Here for me? | do know that, sure" 

"Then talk to me” 

He shakes his head and laughs. "Talk to you about what? You can't fix me, Jer. You dont have to try to’ 
"| don't want to fix you, | just want to help..make it a little easier’ 
ee 

He pauses. Words caught in his throat. 

"What?" 

"How do you really feel about me, Jerry?" 


| was caught a little off guard by that question. | keep fiddling with the petals of my flowers for a moment 
and he takes another drag of his cigarette. 


"What do you mean?" 

"Why are we doing this?” He asks, quietly. 

"Doing what? Everything is okay, man" 

"It doesn't feel like it. It feels like I'm being mocked." 
"What are you talking about?" 


It feels like a punch to the gut. 


No, not this. Please. | finally have you 


He ashes a half-smoked cigarette into the brick of the porch and looks away from me with his elbows on his 
knees. He squints against the sunset light, squeezing between the rainclouds. 


"Do you think of me as anything more than you did before?" He asks, flatly. Not facing me. 

Suddenly my fantasy come true is a fantasy turned sour. | was enjoying living in the moment, taking each 
second as it came. Not reflecting or thinking all too hard. And now that what I've wanted is what I've got, it's 
being torn away. 

"What do you want me to say?" 

"That's a no." He laughs, and stares down at his boots. 

"No its not, it's an ‘| don't know what you want me to say’," 

ust fell him the truth. So what if he's a little floored by it 


"The truth." He says, sternly now. 


| sit back on my heels and sigh. "I've had the truth geared up and ready to go for months. | just didn't want to 
freak you out." 


"Then spill." 


‘Im.." | start, and finally, those pale diamond eyes are on me. | nearly seize up but | power through it this 


time. 
You asked for it 


‘lm completely in love with you, Layne, if that's what you mean. And have been. For a long time. Obsessed, 


maybe is the better word for what it feels like." 


He frowns at me and shakes his head like I'm joking. He looks like he's about to run for the hills, or slap me 


across the face. 


‘lm not just sitting here lying to your face. I'm being completely fucking honest because that's what it sounds 


like you want." 
"Do you seriously mean that?" 


"Yeah," | say, standing up and dusting off my jeans. "I do." 


"So-" 

‘Its not just a sudden, out of nowhere thing, Layne," | say, leaning against the doorframe. "I don't just go 
around throwing myself at people like it means nothing. | think you'd appreciate that l'm just a little more 
thoughtful than that. | truly, seriously love you, and you should have known that already. And if whatever this 
is changes or ends or grows or..whatever, then | love you anyway." 

He turns back around. 

‘Ive never known you to be a liar." 

"Then you know I'm not bullshitting you and have no reason to." 

"Yeah." 

"So what now?" | ask 

I've finally managed to shut up my own mind. 

"Now's when | tell you.that.l've always thought of you as my person” 


"What?" 


| feel a drop of rain land on the top of my head. Layne stands, and raindrops start to fall around us both. 
Quicker. Harder. 


‘| didn't want to keep doing this if you didn't feel it like how | do. It hurts too bad to pretend like I'm going along 
with some spur of the moment dumb fuckin’ bullshit. But if you mean what you said then-" 


Rain. Full-blown now. Layne talks a little louder over the sound of it hitting the concrete. 
"Then | like where we are." 


"Jesus," | sigh. There's a burning in my sinuses and a hammering in my chest. Now l'm soaking wet, standing in 


the rain only a few feet away from him. 
He shifts uncomfortably in his shoes, scratching the back of his neck. "Do you not like where we are?" 
"No, | do, | just wasn't..expecting this to need to be talked about" 


"How?" He laughs, almost in disbelief. "We've known each other since the fucking dark ages, and you didn't think 


we were gonna need to talk about this?" 


"We're just kind of on the same page.” 
"So then what am |? What am | to you?" 

‘What am /to you" | retort, a little bit of attitude in it 

"My person | told you that" 

We're yelling over the rain, soaking wet. Neither of us reaches for the door. 
"But what does that mean?" 

"It means | love you, okay? Jesus” 

"| love you too." | finally mumble 

There's a moment of silence, of us both simply staring at one another. 


"Can we go inside now?" 


I's a little quieter then We're on the couch, he's laying back against my Torso, within a loose, thin t-shirt and 
a dark purple throw blanket. The rain still assaults the windows and the power keeps fizzling out, but it's 
alright over the hazy sound of Twin Peaks on TV. This has become somewhat of a ritual. 


Layne gets high, lays back against me, and we watch some TV. Simple. Maybe it's dark and horrible, maybe 
watching him shoot up and helping him tie his shoelace isn’t really love, or even friendship. But it's ours. It's 


what we've got to work with, so it's what | appreciate. 


The pang of excitement | felt as Layne gripped my hand was like electrocution | like this better. | like watching 


over him more than him watching over me. At least that vulnerability I'm so terrified of is gone. 


It's like watching him melt. Like rich chocolate. His eyes roll into his head and he groans this wonderful groan, 


then he collapses on me. 


It's lovely. Running my fingers along his scalp within his growing curls while he rides out his high. Sometimes he 
grumbles something to me, but indecipherably. All | can understand is "Jer," and | just nod and say that | know 
though | don't. 


"Stomach hurts," is something | understand. 

"Need to throw up?" 

He shakes his head and hides his face in my chest. "Don't want to." 
"Okay." 

His grip on my shirt tightens. "Layne?" 

"Fuck, it hurts, Jer," 


Suddenly he's gone from my chest and scrambling towards the bathroom. | hear him cough and gag and it 


breaks my heart 
Why did this happen? This doesn't usually happen 

My instinct is to search his stash but | don't. | don't want to know whats in there. 
Instead | just go into the bathroom to rub his back 


Give him some space, would you? Just because youre a fling now doesn't mean you should touch him so much. And 


be around him constantly 

| hesitate. 

"Jer," he groans from inside the bathroom. 

Never mind. He asks for help | give it to him. No questions asked. 


| nearly stumble onto my face rushing into the bathroom, but | land on my knees instead. "| got you, its okay." 


"How are you feeling?" 
| wait anxiously for his voice to come through the phone speaker, shallow and crunchy. 


"Pretty shitty, if I'm honest" 


Yeah, I'll bet. He's coming off a pretty bad spell of dopesickness. He asked me to leave him alone after Friday 


for a while. No hard feelings, he said. Just wanted some space and some time to think. 

Fair enough, | guess. 

"Any better than Friday?" 

| wouldn't say that. Not the worst I've ever felt though." 

| can't stop my audible sigh from hitting the receiver. 

"What? Are you gonna tell me you're not mad, just disappointed now?" 

"No, | just wish | could help." 

"Why? You're doing just fine." 

"You sound like you're mad at me, Layne." 

He sighs too. 

I'm sorry. l'm just pissed off and sick and fuckin’ tired of feeling this shitty all the time." 

"Then maybe-" 

"Maybe what? It's time for rehab?" 

"Maybe." 

"Its not gonna work Jer." 

Probably not. But maybe it is time. Maybe it's time for me too, | think, as | catch a glimpse of a bloody tissue 
in the bathroom trashcan from the nosebleed | had earlier. My writing desk has become more of a rolling 
tray, more of a chopping mirror, and more of a cigarette ashtray than a writing desk. 

That won't happen though. 

"You can't say that. Then you're gonna be right." 


"Don't you just hate that?" 


b. Malpractice 


Author's Notes: 

CW FOR MENTIONS OF DRUG USE/REHAB (again, outsider view into drug use/rehab). Finally | use the slash 
rating for real. That being said, though, this chapter does dip a bit into smuttiness, but, only a bit. I'm still 
deciding where | want to go with this project, but | think it's fair to assume there will be more smut later on. 


For now, | hope you enjoy this chapter! If you're reading this, thank you again! 


"| could have been an artist," 

The smoke from my cigarette is pale and weak, spiraling into the air from the small, dying embers. I'm not 
sure why | had even lit the cigarette, it's burning on its own and | haven't taken the filter to my mouth even 
once. 

"I think if | was an artist, | would paint Layne." 

| take a look at the filter, but don't smoke it, again. Just hold it between my fingers around the neck of a 
bottle of whiskey. The tape was still running in my other hand but considering how scattered my thoughts had 


been, it must have been mostly dead air. 


"He'd probably say that | am an artist. ‘You make art, you're an artist, you know..he talks like that, says..says 
stuff like that." 


| tap the half of the cigarette that had burned to ash into the ash tray. | haven't been here in a while. | got 


used to Layne's. 


"But he wouldn't say that about himself, | think Even though we're two halves of the same..thing. | don't really 
think of myself as any different. Nothing above or below Layne." 


Finally | press it to my lips, hesitantly, and inhale. I'm sure the recorder picked up the crackling sound and the 


subsequent exhale. 


"He probably wouldn't say that, either. He keeps trying to pressure me into taking his title, you know, as leader. 


Or, at least lead singer. We haven't even been all that around each other in the weeks before he..." 
Ugh 


Another tap, another inhale, another exhale. 


"and that kinda freaks me out." 
Before what? 


"| don't like the fact that he's been trying to push away all of his responsibilities. It makes me think that 


he.he's thinking about, like, you know..because | know he knows he's getting..worse.” 


My leg starts bouncing anxiously, so | steady it with the hand that held my cigarette, now nothing more than 
a spent filter. 


"He did get worse. | mean, so did |, but I'm not really there yet..not worried about me. | know what | can handle 


and what | can't. Layne knows that too but he doesn't..care, | guess." 


I've been recording over the same tape every day for a week. Its cheaper than therapy and has the added 
bonus of not having to explain myself to anyone. | couldn't talk to Layne because, well, almost all of my 
anxieties stemmed from Layne, and he didn't need to know that. He knew enough. He didn't need the guilt of 
knowing | worry about him basically every moment of my life. | didn't even listen to the tapes after I'd 
recorded them, | just stashed the recorder away in my bedside table drawer and forgot about it until the next 
night. 


"He doesn't have any idea how much he matters, to me and otherwise. He probably never will." 


| pause again and take another swig from the bottle. | was going to skip recording this particular night, just 
because speaking out loud seemed like so much work after everything that had happened, but | knew the only 
way to get past it was to get it off my chest. Layne told me that, anyway. 


"We checked him into rehab again today. It doesn't surprise me that he's back there but it bothers me knowing 
that its not going to work. | should have gone with him, | know that, but | know I'm a god-fucking-awful 


influence on him. My very presence is like a guaranteed relapse." 


Two weeks, almost to the day, before this night, Layne overdosed. It was a close call. | knew he had very little 
self-control, especially after we fucked up our schedule, or rather, after | fucked it up, but it horrifies me to 
think that he could have died. He had already taken Death's hand when we found him, unresponsive, eyes grey 
and glossed over. He was almost gone, reanimated and so disoriented that he'd forgotten his name and where 


he was. He didn't forget who | was, though. 


It hurts to recount how he clung to me once | saw him, as well as remembering soothing him out of his dry 
sobs, wracked with guilt. "I fucked up," he said, breathless, his face buried in my shoulder and his hands 
shaking like hell around the hood of my jacket. 


‘Its a lot easier to get your hands on what you need than those people in there think. They don't know how to 
help because they don't..they don't understand what it's like." 


Neither do you. Youre addicted to tragedy and Layne, not heroin 


"They can try, they can pump you full of as much pharmaceutical garbage as they fucking want but its never 
going to help anything. They study this shit and this behavior and whatever for years and years, but they 
never experience first-hand what they're dealing with. How can you tell an addict what to do to get better if 
they've never been in the same shoes? It's all just so clinical. Like you're being observed rather than helped. 


Layne's said this time and time again" 
| gather my thoughts for a moment and tap all my fingers on the tape recorder. 


"What's the point of getting better, anyway? What then? Do we just give up? If there's nothing left to work 
toward then what's the point?" 


| set the recorder down on my porch table, take a drink, and light up another cigarette. 


"| don't wanna be some washed up ex-addict speaking at charity events and whatever the fuck else. But if not 
that, then the only thing | got left is eventually killing myself with how we live now. So what, then? What the 
fuck am | supposed to do?" 


| know once Layne gets out he'll be the same. He would ask me to be the one to pick him up and we'd go to 
Layne's house again, sit on the couch, shoot up, pass out. Maybe wake up. That much, at least, is up in the air. 


| don't like to disappoint those around me but | know better than to think positively. Positive thoughts get you 
nowhere but eventual disappointment. | find that people are generally better at negative thinking anyway. It's 


easy. 


"What are they gonna do for Layne? Wipe him clean? Make him forget everything and start over? What they 


did didn't work last time and it never does. Nobody goes to rehab once." | pause. 
"Unless they die." | sigh. 
"| guess we're past that." 


When | had dropped Layne off, we didn't say anything about the treatment or what would happen after. | didn't 
wish him luck. | didn't say that he hoped he'd get better, because | didn't. Layne didn't either. | didn't promise 
him that everything would be okay, because it wouldn't. | didn’t tell him to keep his head up, that clearer skies 
were up ahead, that the grass was greener on the other side, because it was all bullshit. He'd go in a mess and 
come out a mess. We were both well aware of that and we didn't want it to change because we don't know 
how to live any other way. All| said to Layne when we had parted was, "I'll miss you." And that much was 
true. | thought he heard a disheartened "I'll miss you too, Jer," but | wasn't sure if | imagined it or not. 


Knowing | almost lost Layne was somewhat of a long awaited wake up call. It needed to happen to force me to 


think about its possibility. Knowing that | may never hear Layne's voice again bothered me. Deeply. He needed to 


know how much | would miss him if anything happened but it wasn't as simple as telling him. He's thick-headed. 
He doesn't listen and he doesn't believe anything he does listen to. 


Layne knows how | feel about his voice. One of the first things | ever told him was "I am totally in love with 
your voice." And I've never stopped saying it. Christ knows how tired he is of hearing me say that. 


"You know I've never..'ve never really said it out loud before, but.” 
| stop. 


| almost stop the tape, too, but | realize that | was running short on it anyway. | may as well finish it off, and 


then leave it to be recorded over tomorrow. 


"He's pretty much my entire life. No one has ever or will ever matter as much to me as he does. That's the 


fuckin’ truth and | guess | needed to say it out loud at some point. Admit it to me rather than him." 


| cover my eyes and go back a few weeks. Before Layne's overdose, before | even mentioned rehab to him 


over the phone. A break between writing sessions. 

"| fucking hope he's thinking about me right now." 

He was high, not like it's even worth mentioning. We had spilled our guts to each other before but this was 
different. It wasn't 2 AM on a Friday night. And Layne was speaking more than he usually did. Apologizing for 
things | couldn't remember him doing and gushing over things | wished | could still care about. Frustrated 
because his emotions were stunted. Disappointed by his high, having given him only the shivering cold, and the 
churning stomach. He held his own arms within his layers and layers of jackets but still shuddered. | gave him 
my own jacket but Layne scooted closer to me on the floor, against the wall, anyway. 

"And there was the..the broken glass in the back room, that was me, I'm uh..'m sorry for that, too." 

"That doesn't matter anymore. You don't have to apologize." 

| heard him huff from his nose. 

"Okay." 

"Are you okay?" | said flatly, clearly not as confident in the answer as | hoped | would sound. Layne was curled 
into a ball, his arms over his head and his face buried in his knees. He groaned lowly, and unsure if it was 
from nausea or simply the exhausting comedown. | placed a cold, clammy hand on his arm. 


"Layne?" 


"Mm. Fine, 'm fine." 


Fine was a fun word. We liked to use it on each other, it was almost like a game to see how bad we could get 


and still use ‘fine' to describe it. 
"| should have pried then. Maybe | could have kept him from...” 
The tape clicks. All out for the day. 


"Fuck." 


| lean my head on my hand, still curled around the fire, and felt that all too familiar burning in my sinuses. 


Then the tears started welling. 
Fuck, | should call him. 


| practically throw myself back inside the house and reach for the bedside phone, but my gaze catches the 
clock first, and it says it's half past one in the morning. 


Fuck it, he's probably awake now. 


What if he's sleeping? What if you wake hm out of the only sleep he's gotten by himself in, what, ten fucking 


years? 
Not likely. Not likely enough to keep me from doing it, anyway. 


| punch in the number and the extension to Layne. The clock ticks a little bit louder, like its mocking me for my 
stupid decision. 


"Hello?" Comes after two rings. "Jerry?" 

| have to wipe tears off my face around a chuckle. "Yeah, it-yeah, it's me. Were you sleeping” 
"Was | sleeping," he laughs. "Fuck no | wasn't sleeping” 

"Well, im glad | didn't wake you up, but" 

"To tell you the truth, Jer, | haven't slept since you were at my house" 

A sharp edge of sadness shoots through me. | had been afraid of that 

Now look what you did Gone and made hm too comfortable, 


"Could you try tonight? At least?" 


“Sure. For you." 

Ouch 

"For you, please." 

I'm silent for a moment. 

‘I'm sorry. | shouldn't have called, | just..got stuck in my own head and got scared." 

"Of what?" 

"OF not having an eye on you at all times. | just..wish you were here instead of there, is all" 
"Me too." 

His voice is crunchy and distant, and his tone is ever-blasé and ever fucking exhausting. 
"How was tonight?" | finally ask. 

He seems to recount his night and sigh. 

| stared at myself in the mirror for half an hour." 

"Why?" 

"No fucking kidding. Who knows. | certainly didn't enjoy it." 

Youre the most beautiful creature under gods blue fucking sky, man 

"What does that mean?" 

"It means | look broken and sick." 

"That's not true." 

"Then what exactly do | look like?" 

His negativity inward towards himself keeps me up at night. 


"Do you have time for that answer? I've got some choice words." 


He scoffs. Its a beautiful sound. 

"Oh, yeah-" 

"Layne," | start, nearly stumbling over the words like | only have a little bit of time before he interrupts me, 
"| think you're the most gorgeous person | have ever seen," | spit back, maybe a second and half a breath 
later. I'm shaking while | say it like its life or death sentencing. 

"And l'm sorry, I've been drinking a little tonight" 

And smoking. And whatever else. 

"What?" He mumbles. 

"| mean that. | don't know how to explain it but that's how | feel." 

"Sure, Jer" 

"IIl get drunker and l'll ramble to you until the sun comes up. Watch." 

"No, no, really, | get it | just-I don't understand why." 


"Do you want me to Tell you why?" 


| sort of habitually scan the room around me to make sure no one's listening though l'm alone in my home and 


have been for days. 


„yes. 


| take a deep breath in as quietly as | can. | never thought I'd be spilling this to him, especially not while | can't 


even see him. Or touch him, or anything at all. 


"I think it's mostly your eyes. | think that's what does it for me. They kill me, man, they're so big and gorgeous 


and sad, like every time | look at you | can see exactly what you're feeling through those giant fucking eyes." 


He doesn't say anything, so | keep going. | picture him standing in front of the mirror again, though | have no 
idea if that's true, but | want him to see what | name off. | want him to appreciate it the way that | do. 


"And your smile. And | know how you feel about it but | wish you didn’t. | wish you smiled more. Seeing a smile 
out of you is a fucking treat and it could pull me out of the darkest low of my life like nothing." 


Still nothing from the other end. | start to worry he's not listening, but l'm pouring out my soul anyway. He 


can't see me cry over it. No one can. He can hear me sniffle into the phone, though. 


"| don't know. There's just something about you as a whole that makes me want to make sure you're happy 
and satisfied and taken care of. | just want to give you everything | got until | can't give anymore. It hurts, you 
know, seeing you suffer." 


"Why?" He finally says, flatly. 


"Because | love you, man. Jesus, you know this. | don't want to sit back and watch you crumble, | want to put 


you back together. | wish | could do that on my own but l'm no better." 

"Yes you are." 

"Layne I'm fucked up out of my mind calling your fucking rehab number in the middle of the night because | 
couldn't handle the thought of you being away from me. Getting help from someone that isn't me. It's fucked 
up, in my head, and | can't handle it" 


"Don't even worry about it, this place is all malaise and malpractice. If | could have stayed | would have." 


"I'll take care of you, Layne." | mumble, dead into the phone receiver. Face and voice warped by all the weight 


of my head in my hand. "| swear to god | will." 
"Okay." 


"Think about what | said, even if it came out slurred and disorganized, think about it because | meant it. You 


should try and sleep." 
"IIl just pretend you're here. Bye Jer." 


He hangs up before | can say anything else to that. I'm unsure what it means but it sounded..good, | think. | 


relax into my headboard. 

You broke through! You finally broke through! 

The voice in my head sounds different, finally. Brighter. Major over minor. 
He knows! He cares! 


| feel like l'm standing naked in cold wind. Exhilarating, but horrifying. Shivering in excitement and 


embarrassment alike. 


Even though he seems to care right back I'm certain he doesn't care as much as | do. He doesn't want to care. 


He doesn't want to get hurt and | don't blame him. 


He's vulnerable. Sensitive. And | want to play into that rather than exploit it. | want to take him gently in my 
hands so he knows how much | appreciate him. He's fragile under all those layers and all that hardened 
exterior. 

| have to fight away the urge to call him again. Once in a night is enough. 

Only its not enough. You want him back. You want him, period 

Fuck, | do. 

| can feel his soft, pale skin on the tips of my fingers. At the base of my chin and the tip of my tongue. He's 
sweet, more sweet than the salt of sweat alone, and cold to the touch. | imagine just for a moment that he's 
nestled against me, that I'm pulling his sweater away from his neck and kissing his shoulder. 

Its only a moment, but it's long enough to get me thoroughly rock-hard lying there in my bed alone. 

Call him again 


| let my hands drop. One finds the hem of my shirt and the other finds the waistband of my shorts. 


Its almost real the way | picture it. | don't know how much time passes while | lie there, rubbing myself 


hesitantly through my shorts. Like it's guilt keeping me from going through with it. 
Not like it would be the first time. It won't be the last, either. No matter what happens. 


What | always go to is the look on his face. The shine in his big blue eyes, looking up at me, down at me, back 
at me, wherever he might be. And it makes my blood boil so hot that my ears turn red. 


Call him. 


| notice myself dissociating. Melting into the thought of him in my hands, exploring every stretch of skin | 
could reach. Hearing him whimper and moan every time his sensitivity makes it too much to handle. Hearing 
him say my name, worst of all. | groan into the cloth between my teeth and finally, finally go through with it- 
impatiently shoving my hand between my skin and the waistband. 


Suddenly l'm sprawled out on my bed, chewing on the neckline of my shirt and bucking up into my hana, still 
fully clothed yet so far gone, thinking about Layne rolling his eyes into his head for me. Singing those beautiful 
noises, turning that lovely shade of pink. | grip the pillow under my head and pick up the pace, letting out a 
pathetic groan right as l'm about to- 

The phone rings. 


l'm shattered and embarrassed beyond all reasonable measure picking it up again 


"Hello?" | sound raw and out of breath. 

Fuck. He's gonna know. 

"Jer?" 

Layne's sweet little voice nearly shoots me right back to where | was just a moment ago. 
"ls everything okay?" | nearly pant into the phone. 

"Is everything okay with you? You sound like you're running a marathon" 
"What's the problem, Layne?" | interject, impatiently. 

| felt bad for hanging up on you like that. | wanted to apologize." 

Keep going You were busy. 

No, this is truly a tender moment, and if | keep going I'l lose it. 

‘It's okay. Don't worry. You really should sleep now." 

No, while he's talking. Keep going 

"Later. I'd rather talk to you." 


| sigh and reach back downwards. If | hadn't gotten alcohol in my system l'm not so sure I'd be giving into the 
intrusions tonight. 


"Okay, well what's on your mind?" 

"Can | be honest?" 

"Please," | ask, as simply as | can with my hand against my shorts. 

"You. All| can.all | can think about is you" 

"Im flattered," | chuckle, trying my damndest not to groan into the receiver. 
"Im not. Im serious and Im frustrated out of my fuckin’ mind" 


God you have no idea. 


"How so?" | ask, like I'm dying of thirst and he's an untapped oasis. Like he's teasing me with only a couple of 


drops of water. 
He quiets his voice a bit. "I can't see you, | can't touch you, | can't" 

You can't what? Tell me, fuck, please tell me. 

"| need you, Jerry’ 

A groan escapes me. | quickly cover my mouth and smack the phone away in the process. 

"Are you okay?" | hear him ask from my floor as | scramble to pick the phone back up. 

That remark felt so good | could have fainted My name in his mouth is like pure sugar. Almost overwhelming 
"Yeah, lm okay, l'm just-" 

"You were busy” 

Oh, fuck me. | cant handle that Not now. Not ever, really 


"Layne-" | warn. Like l'm not sure I'll be able to contain myself if he keeps going. | push my hand between my 
legs just to calm myself back down. 


"What are you doing?" He asks. He's caught me. And | can't tell what his reaction means. 
"| was..a little bit busy when you called." 
| can tell," his tone is something I've never heard before in my life. "Well, don't let me stop you," 


"Don't go," | beg. Back into my position on my back, the phone against my face in the crook of my shoulder 
where Layne should be. 


| can tell I've pushed the boundary a bit too much. He freezes after his tiny burst of confidence. 

"| need you," | finally say. "More, maybe" 

"You need me how?" 

"Fuck, if you were here, Id-" the images flash before me and a numbness of pleasure shoots through my 


bones. Sure, | feel some guilt with my hand in my shorts talking to him from his rehab extension, and sure, 


these calls are probably monitored somehow, but he's got patient confidentiality, right? 


"| wouldn't be able to keep my hands off you." 


| have time outside next Friday," he says, quickly. Like someone is approaching his door and honestly, that's 


probably why. "Meet me here." He says, simply. My heart jumps out of my chest. 
"lll be there." 


Click. 


1. Mantra 


Author's Notes: 
CW FOR DRUG USE AND SMUT. Here it is, the smut chapter. | didn't want it to be for nothing, though. It 


needed to happen at a very specific point in the relationship, y'know? Again, glorifying or romanticizing addiction 
is not my intention here. If you've made it this far, thank youl Your read means a lot to me. 


After Layne nearly killed me over the phone last week | put together a game plan. Get there by six in the 
evening, get him out by six thirty, get him back to my place by seven thirty. Get him back at the center by 
rine or ten. He's not condemned, its not like he's not allowed access to the world. We're writing, I'll tell them. 


We've got work to do. 


| feel myself crumble under lightheadedness and | grab the counter for dear life. Its too much. | never 


thought I'd end up here, of course, like I've said a million and a half times, but plotting to break him out to- 
To.. 


To what? 


| had it all planned out so well timewise that | forgot to plan the actual execution. What is it that we're doing? 
What does he want? What the fuck do ; want? 


You want him. Everywhere around you. h your hands, in your head, in your mouth. Surrounding lke water. 
| find myself fluttering within again. It's Friday. | get to see Layne again. And | know what it means. 


No, you can't do that. No getting high with Layne anymore. He's soberly preoccupied and that's a little more 


inappropriate than you should even consider. This is already- 

This is already fucked up six ways from Sunday, yeah. l'm fucked up just as bad. 
l'm still making mistakes. 

| should be in treatment, too. 


But it doesn't matter for today. 


Ill be high as ever but nothing will ever feel the way it does when Layne is the one giving it to me. When he's 


with me at all, really. 


A never ending cycle of too much and not enough. 


But he was right. It's never enough. 


| pull up to the visitor parking lot with my heart in my throat. He's already outside, bouncing his knee and 
picking apart a blossom underneath its host tree. 


| could have been an artist. 

| think if | were an artist, I'd paint this. 

Layne looks up at me squinting and waves, his faded curls filled with white petals, and dusted over his army 
green sweater. It hangs from his bony shoulders and slips right off of one. His jeans are ripped at the knees, 
his boots are untied. He looks different than he did a few days ago. Cleaner. Calmer. More put together. 


Absolutely beautiful. 


"Do | have to sign you out?" | yell over the sound of my engine. He shakes his head and sends some petals 
flying. 

| find myself giddy as he approaches my car. It's like a sleepover almost, it's got the same feeling. Same ‘picking 
up my best friend after school type of feeling. Summer vacation. Warm sunset. Golden light. Just like my little 
fabricated fantasy world. 


He throws a backpack into my backseat and tumbles into my passenger's seat. | almost reach for a half assed 


hug, but he turns his head away from me and seems to scan the area. 

"Whats—" 

He grabs my shirt with both hands and plants a kiss on my mouth. | nearly shove him off out of instinct and 
the horror of the public eye, but if he saw no eyes then | trust him. And | melt into the kiss. Just for a 
second, 

"| missed you," he says, finally, a little out of breath. 


"| missed you Too," comes from me, shaken to my core. 


He smiles. Like he's poking fun at me. Finally he lets me go. 


"Well? What are you waiting for? Let's get the fuck out of here and get some fucking food for god's sake." He 


yells, throwing his arms up animatedly. 

"You want food? What kind of food?" | feel warm knowing he's actually enthusiastic about getting something to 
eat. Sometimes | feel like me force feeding him for so many years clicked on something in his head to want to 
eat with me. And that feels good. 

"Fuckin' Chinese food!" 

"Let's get some fuckin’ Chinese food then!" 

"And smokes! God, | need smokes." 

"| got smokes!" | offer up a half empty box of Marlboro Reds from my pants pocket like it was pure gold. 

Of course, we light them together. Ends against one another. My heart is pounding in my chest, maybe it's 
from his loud excited tone riling me up like the emotional sponge that | am, or maybe it's from simply seeing 
him again. Maybe its both. 

"You're a lifesaver, Jer. Fuck, | missed you." 


He takes a drag and blows it out the window while | back out of the parking lot. 


"Missed you a lot" 


Innocently he recounts his week back to me. Around some bites of whatever it was that he ordered this time- 
it was something different-around a glass Coke and a cigarette-he didn't want to fail a breathalyzer upon 


returning. | wondered why it was he ordered something new. | didn't. 


".and they just..fuckin’ restrained me when | started, you know, reacting to the treatment. You know, like 


leather straps and metal buckles. Like a horror movie." 
"Well that sounds like prison" 


‘Its really not all that bad. l'm used to it, you know. | know what to expect. And if you know what to expect 
then they can't let you down" 


"So what is it that you expect?" 


"The worst." 


"Hmh. Of course. Didn't need to ask." 

"What's that supposed to mean, Jer?" He chuckles, faking hurt. 

"That's very you. To expect the worst" 

"Oh, don't act like you don't do the same fuckin’ thing." 

"| don't really, | don't. | fear the worst, not expect it" 

"So then riddle me this," he adjusts in his seat around my porch table. “What did you expect out of tonight?" 
| feel heat rush to my face with that question 

"Oy, Layne," | sigh. "Why'd you have to go and ask me that now?" 
"Because it's tearing me up inside. | gotta know what you want with me." 
"You don't wanna know that" 

"Oh, | do." He laughs. 


"Okay, fine. I'll tell you if-" | push my boundary a bit and touch his foot with mine under the table. A small, 


grade-school gesture, sure. But a gesture nonetheless. 
Baby steps 
"if, you tell me what your deal is with what you told me on the phone." 


"Mm," he mumbles, raising his eyebrows. He ashes his cigarette and looks somewhere past me. "You 


remembered that" 

"No shit" 

"Well he says. "Ive had some time to think since then" 

| raise an eyebrow. "Oh?" 

"God lis been a week and | still have no idea how to word it" 


"Try," | say, trying to squeeze as much confidence into one syllable as | could. 


"Maybe it's being away from you, | don't know. Not having you around feels like I'm missin’ a fuckin’ integral 


part of my body. Like | feel incomplete” 

| touch his leg with my boot for a second again 

" god, lm fucked up in the head, it just.t just] miss getting you high more than | miss getting high myself" 
"oh?" 

He blushes, laughs, and looks down at his shoes. "Yeah, that's why it was hard for me to word correctly” 


"| miss it too," | mumble, taking an extra long drag and looking anywhere but Layne. "My fucking body begs for 
it. Not even the dope, just--.just you giving it to me." 


"Jesus, Jer," he shifts in his seat and clears his throat. 


"What?" | give him a smirk around stinging smoke. "I'm just feeling the same emptiness you're feeling. Finishing 


each other's sentences, literally and figuratively. Isn't that what we do?" 

"So then you know I'm about to ask-" 

"What | wanted with you, of course." 

"Mhmm" 

| sigh and run my fingers loosely through my hair. "I'm not sure how to word this either." 
"Try," he repeats, mocking my tone again. 

‘| just missed you, if that's so hard to believe." 

"After what you just told me, it is.” 

"Okay. Then | missed you and | wanted to uh..make sure we got some good time in before you go back" 
"And what else?" 

| didn't get that far. 

"Okay, then how about | ask you what you were thinking of last week when you were-" 


"No, no no. Don't do that. That's not fair." 


Layne smiles like he's just exposed my bare bones and puts another cigarette between his full lips. 


"Okay Jer" 


| swore off it, yet here | am, shirtless, in my bed with all the lights off save for one dim lamp. Layne is out of 
my sight, in my kitchen somewhere, probably frustrated beyond belief that my stash is so lackluster. | don't 
know what I'm doing. Truly. And l'm more worried that he's going to relapse than anything right now. 

Not even that he's going to fuck you up again? 

I'll beg him to give me less if | have to. 


| stare burning holes through the ceiling while | wait. 


Layne let me put on whatever | wanted. He gave me full freedom for everything, so | chose my bedroom to do 


it in and my record player for noise. Old loungy records from the thrift store. Instrumental and dark 
The room is dark orange and the light flickers softly between its dusty glow. My breath, hitched and shaking, 
is the loudest thing in the room. The echoing guitars float in the doorway from the living room, and hover in 


the air like smoke. | take a deep breath to no avail. 


| don't have any clue what's about to happen. This is different. And it means there's no way I'm taking Layne 


back by nine or ten 


I'm about to ask him how he plans to get back to the rehab center before he comes back into view with a sly 
little smile on his face. 


"What the fuck are you smiling about?" 

"| think its funny that you broke me out of jail” 

"Interesting," | say, with my fingers laced together over my stomach. "I was just thinking about that" 
‘Bullshit that's what you were thinking about 

He takes a step back and scans over me like Im a piece of meat: 

"lil figure it out on my own We've got bigger things to worry about here, right?" 


"Right," | respond, with some genuine fear in my voice. 


He sits at the edge of the mattress and it dips nicely so that he can't help but touch me. There's a soft smile, 
a gentle little glow in his eyes. 


| expect another wisecrack but instead, | get another tender moment. He just looks at me with those giant 


eyes, and it's like time stops around us. The smile melts from his face. 

He leans down slowly the same moment | get up on my elbows. 

This is the one. This is the perfect one. The best kiss so far, and I've been keeping careful track. Slow. Steady. 
Then growing, quickening, and suddenly I'm grabbing him by the sweater and pulling him down with me. He 
almost stops, it nearly sends me into a panic, but he just groans against me and throws a leg over my waist. 


Whoa 


His hands curl around my wrists and pull, until my fingers snake underneath the chunky knitted cloth on his 
back. | can feel his spine under my fingertips. Bony and protruding. Delicate. 


We part for a moment. 
"Layne?" | ask, out of fear something has gone terribly wrong. 
"Can |?" He asks, and his hand lands on the black book behind him. 


Moment of truth. Is he going to do this to you again? What if something happens? What if something awful 
happens? 


What if it doesn't? 

| nod, hesitantly. 

He bites his lower lip and reaches behind him. | suppose he's decided he's going to do this from the comfort of 
my lap. | only wish his weight was focused somewhere other than the crux of my legs, because it's giving me 


somewhat of a telltale problem. 


‘Layne, wait-" | finally interject, with my hands shaking around his thin thighs. He's in the middle of dripping 


water into the pre-measured spoon from my bedside table. 
"What?" 
"Don't-don't give me as much as you have been" 


"| won't." 


"Do you promise me that?" 
He chews on the inside of his cheek and stares me in the eye. 
"| promise you that." 


He hasn't pressed a needle to my skin since last month, yet here we are. Pulling a shoelace flush to my bicep 


with my teeth, Layne in my lap, filling another syringe. 
He looks at me from under his brow. "Ready?" 

| nod again, and swallow hard. 

Here comes the sharp, stinging pain, | think. 

"Deep breath," 

And hold it. 


He presses the tip to my vein and pushes ever so gently into my skin. Once it breaks he takes in a soft gasp 
of his own, | hiss through my teeth, and finds my other hand, lacing all our fingers together. 


"Oh, god," | wince, as he finally pushes the liquid inside my bloodstream. Though my vision starts to blur | pay 
close attention to how much he gives me, as much as | can. 


Half. And then he stops. 


‘Its over, its over," he reassures me as | squirm underneath him. He presses his thumb to the bloody spot in 


the bend of my elbow to stop the bleeding before it starts, and kisses me on the cheek. "How do you feel?" 
"Fuck..fuck, me, it's perfect,” | moan, leaning all the way into his touch. It is perfect. 

It's a feeling that drives me absolutely wild. The kiss on the cheek, the subtle but powerful little move that 
only happens between two truly in tune, truly comfortable people. And the fact that he's the one that's so 
comfortable is maddening. 

Worry creeps into my stomach that my stupid praise will make him relapse. Thankfully, he places the needle 
carefully on the bedside table and turns all of his attention to me. Writhing, flushed and red hot under his 
weight. 


He kisses my neck now. Softly. Like he's afraid to. 


"Don't be afraid to touch me," | find myself mumbling my memory out loud. " You dont have fo be afraid to 


fouch me," from Layne in the sink a few weeks ago. He seems a little taken aback by it. 

"You're coherent," he observes. 

!'m..starving," | groan, touch-starved, reaching for his sweater again. 

Touch me. Please. 

He kisses me again with an edge of confidence that's almost refreshing to see from him. Though | feel him 
wanting to take control of me | know he can't. | know him better than that. But I'm high out of my mind then, 
in no place to do anything but float. 

It's a feeling | couldn't describe. Kissing him, holding him in my lap, my skin and blood both on fire. Every touch 
and movement, the way his nose presses against my cheek, the way his hands cup my face, the way the smell 


of tobacco still emanates from his fingers, the way his knees seem to tremble. It all feels like lightning. 


| start to trail my fingers back under his sweater and they grip the hem. Before | can get it more than a 
couple inches lifted Layne's hands latch around my wrists. 


"What? What's wrong?" 

He shakes his head and tries to kiss me again. | push him away. 

"No, what's wrong? What happened?" 

"Leave it on," he mumbles. 

"Why? It's nothing | haven't seen before," | laugh, a little disheartened. 
"| just..don't want you to look.at me." 

| rub little circles into his knees, and even that feels overwhelming. 


"Why not?" I'm doing my best to keep my composure, but I'm starting to bust out of my skin. | can't sit still, 
but | want to stay calm for him. 


He just laughs uncomfortably and looks away. 


"You're gorgeous, you know that." | say, quietly. | can feel the trembling in my ribs. "Will you let me show you 
that much?" 


| grip his tiny thigh a little tighter to keep upright. 


Still looking away from me, he snakes his arms over his torso and stretches out of his sweater. He's skin and 


bones, sharp at his edges and corners. Delicate, though. Like a moth. Almost ornate. 


My fingers find his chest, then his collarbones, and then his shoulders. There's long, thin scratches on his 
upper arms and inside his forearms. He's littered in a rainbow of differently colored bruises. | don't have the 


mind to question what they're from. 
Withdrawal, my brain hums. 


Bruises in the ditches of his elbows, almost healed and green and yellow in color. With my thumbs on his neck | 


pull him back in for me. His muscles are tense, and knotted 
Despite all that, all | say is, "Gorgeous," again 


It's like sparks or embers. Tingling, stinging heat. From my face to my fingertips, fire and ice. Finally, skin on 


skin And its overwhelming. 
| start to crumble under the sensations then. Too much for me to handle. 


| moan Layne's name in such a pathetic whimper that | barely register it as my own voice. "Layne, its too 


much," 


| almost expect him to be frustrated with me, at my inability to stand it even at such a small dose, but 
instead he kisses my throat and brushes my hair behind my ears, softly. Slowly. So as to not freak me out, | 


suppose. 
"Shh," he comforts, "Just relax, you're all mine right now, don't worry about anything else but me." 
| could listen to those words forever. 


He gently pins my hands to the headboard at height with my shoulders. I'm loosely draped against it, on the 
receiving end of a thousand kisses, all over my throat, shoulders, and chest. | find myself whimpering 
incoherently and squirming against him, but it's definitely, without any doubt, the most wonderful thing I've 


ever experienced. 
This is what I'm addicted to. 


Its an overload of the senses. Suddenly the kisses against my neck become a little harsher. A little less patient 
and careful. He kisses harder against the valley of my neck and | nearly shatter in his grip. Nothing could have 
prepared me for the little pleased moan against my neck or what it did to my body. "Oh fuck," | cry, strained, 


shaking and overwhelmed. Its amazing and too much at once. 


Another feverous kiss later, lm falling victim to my subconscious and reaching for the button of his jeans. l'm 
not sure where l'm going with that if I'm honest, l'm not even sure what | could do, but | reach for it anyway 


and he gives me an audible gasp. | guess he's almost as shocked as | am. 

He unzips his pants fully without any help from me, but he doesn't move from his spot in my lap. He only 
reaches around my head and tugs lightly at my hair, drawing another noise from somewhere deep inside of 
me. A noise I've somehow never heard myself make. | follow the grip, pulling myself more upright so that 
Layne is able to wrap his long, lanky legs around my waist. 

| just hold him for a while, my fingers on his back, tracing everything from his spine to the scarring of his 
tattoos. He never disconnects from my lips, either, not even after | let my instincts take over and my tongue 
slip into his mouth. He reciprocates it with a groan, and gives me exactly what | apparently wanted. 

| couldn't have asked over the phone. | couldn't have put this into words if | tried. 

| part from him nearly panting and out of breath to give him a few of my own peppered kisses on his neck. 
He's so fragile, every nip and suck that | allow myself to give him leaves a spotted red bruise in its wake. He 
coos these wonderful noises, breathy and soft, almost in shock. He's sweet, smooth, cold to the touch. Just like 
how | imagined he would be. 

With our fingers laced together, loosely connected and draped at our sides, | finally come up for air. 

| admire my work a moment. He's covered in little red marks. 

Í could have been an artist 

"You bruise like a peach," | mumble, in between a couple of lazy kisses. 

"You always bruise your peaches before you eat ‘em?" He giggles. 


Kissing his smile feels different. Better. Like I'm performing an impossible task. 


| feel like l'm swimming neck deep in warm bathwater. My skin touches his underwater, fluid and soft. My 


fingers move slowly but | get them where | want, Layne's golden chest, to curl up onto his shoulders. 


Time moves so slow. The air is thick, and warm, but cozy. It feels perfect. And | can't think of anything | would 
rather do than make him feel loved and worshipped in any way | can. 


| take him in my hands again, and gently lay him down as | shift him forward by the hips, never letting his 
mouth disconnect from mine. He tugs at my hair like he's afraid I'll drop him, but | lay him down with the 
gentlest touch | could give him. He mewls out my name, perhaps with an edge of panic, as | start to kiss under 


his jaw and down his torso. 


He squirms and sighs as | kiss down each rib. Across his belly, as flat and hollow as it was, and against the 
skin that escapes his waistband. He seems to gasp in surprise when | don't stop there. His hands find my hair 
again, and try to hold it away from me to see my face. | take the opportunity to revel in the hugeness of his 


pupils as he stares back down at me. 


| kiss a little more roughly into the right of the zipper of his jeans, and I'm met with a hardened imprint 
against the side of my mouth. He tugs at my roots and tries to scramble away. 


"Jer, you don't have to-" 


"| want to," | sigh, tugging at the cloth around his button with my teeth. It pulls apart rather easily, thankfully, 


so | don't have to use my numbed hands for this task. ".just want you to feel as good as | do." 


A moan escapes him in response. Then another, and another, as | tongue the thin cloth between the flaps of 
his jeans. They're soft, and breathy, and incredible. He grinds up into the contact and it drives me absolutely 


insane. 


‘Oh, Jesus" comes from his lungs somewhere above me as | take the waistband of his boxers between my 
teeth and tug. | have an overwhelming urge to please him, whatever that might take. My gorgeous, golden 


muse in my grasp. 


| pin his hands to the mattress and lazily lick across his skin. But, before | can take him all into my mouth, his 
hands tug away to hide himself. | don't let them, or rather, don't let them detract from the task at hand, and 


kiss each finger, almost as a distraction while | tug his wrists away again. "Jerry?" he breathes. 


His hands fight mine, lose, and end up pinned by his hips again . If it weren't for me between his thighs l'm 
sure he would have twisted them together instead. "Hmm?" | purr, still sounding what | can only describe as 


drunk with want. High on desire. High, period. 
"Oh, my god," hits my ears, and it's mumbled and slurred in the absolute cutest way | could ever imagine. 


| finally, finally take him into my mouth. His wrists break free once more and his fingers tangle into my hair. | 
use that freedom to wrap my arms around his thighs and pull them apart. "Oh my goa," he repeats, and | 
watch him throw his head back against the mattress. 


The room still spins and the music still haunts the hallways, but no matter how high | am, l'm still exactly 


where | want to be. With Layne, yes, but particularly between Layne's thighs. 


Layne's moans of my name and "jesus" go straight through me. The slight lisp in his s's, the roundness of his 
tone. The way he holds my hair and grinds upward, squirming with every slow motion of my head. Too much, 


the familiar saying rings out. Too much for me to handle at once. 


My brain forgets everything and focuses on one thing only: making him cum. The most important thing in the 


world. 


Letting him fall out of my mouth, | make sure | keep his eye contact as | lick up the length. | kiss the insides 
of his thighs, making him arch and squirm beautifully. "..so beautiful," is the only thing | can think to say. The 
opium in my system mutates, and starts to spread more deeply. Affecting me differently. | feel more in 
control, more sure of myself. Like | can do no wrong. No shame in my body, no self-consciousness, just energy. 


Movement. 


When he's thoroughly undone and everything from his hipbones to his inner thighs are slick and wet, | allow 
my desires to take over. It's easy, considering my state of mind-and Layne's malleable compliance. We're 
against my pillows, Layne lying on my shoulder, trying to catch my hand before my fingers feather down the 
length of his torso again 


"Holy shit, Jer," he groans, giving up as a hand flies up to cover his face instead. 

His moans sound like music in my head. Melodic and breathy, almost rhythmic in nature. 

| just wrap my fingers lazily back around him and give him the same treatment I've given myself millions of 
times, caring not for my rhythm or pace. Caring not if | was even doing this correctly. | bend my leg around 


his to keep his thighs far apart and he shudders, and it's more than enough to know | must be doing 
something right. 


| can't say | expected this out of myself. But | also can't complain. 
| reach down between the legs of my own jeans with my free hand and grip myself through the material. It 
feels almost impossibly good, for it being so minuscule. | have to remind myself that I'm high, so things make 


sense without needing an explanation. 


As | buck into my own hand, | moan against Layne's neck and match the paces. That's when he notices my 


dual-wielding akimbo wrists and replaces my hand with his own over the metal and stitching of my jeans. 
"Oh, fuck-" 


A tangled mass of arms, jeans and flesh, my hair seemingly wrapped around every bend of my own body and 
his alike, his mouth back against mine while my heartbeat quickens and hammers and runs me short of breath. 


When his fingers slip under my waistband | can't stifle another satisfied groan against his lips. 
It's like fine art, like a renaissance painting. 
The wave of pleasure | get from feeling him writhe and buck against my hand hits me like a bus. | almost 


never want to let him escape my grip, just to keep him in this state forever. Hot to the touch, moaning into 


my mouth like he can't help himself, mewling out noises one after the other. Maybe it was the same thing 


driving him over the edge, the sheer strangeness of it all, suddenly being involved, with full vulnerability, with 
your best friend. | was so dangerously close that | had to hold my breath as he offered me a coherent 


sentence. 
"Oh, god, fuck-don't stop, please..." 


| wouldn't dream of stopping. But-I also didn't want him to squirm out of my grip. So | told him to relax, to 
breathe, to let it happen He melts against me a moment and pulls his hand back up. 


| could have died. Simply died. 
Two of his fingers tap my mouth for entry. As they slip against my tongue my eyes roll into my head. 


| suck helplessly and he coats his fingers in my saliva | nearly whine in protest when they slip back out of my 
mouth with a web of spit from my lip, but whatever sound | had prepared crumbles into a gasp when he 


ducks his wet fingers back under my waistband. 


Everything feels so profound. Like no other pleasure I've experienced before. Somehow l'm able to do the same, 
pressing my own fingers past his lips, to rewet them, for one-and feel what it's like to watch him perform 
this perverse yet mostly pointless act. Well-maybe not now, the opium seems to create receptors in places 
they've never been before. Because watching him wrap his lips tightly around my fingers and flutter his 
enormous blue eyes open and closed coils a knot of unbelievable pleasure in my abdomen. 


He writhes and tugs at my hair and shoves his tongue back into my mouth again. Faster movement, harder 
breathing, beading sweat. | couldn't stop myself from pulling his curls but he seemed to follow my grip and 
stretch his head back before me. 


The room feels as fast as my heartbeat. He mewls out my name as | bite what | can of his throat and kiss 


the mark it leaves behind. His grip on me is relentless, as l'm sure my own is as well, but quick. 
He whines out a final warning. 
"Fuck, I'm-..gonna.." he says, voice cracking and trailing off. 


| couldn't have been more thrilled to hear his terrified announcement. He sounded so afraid to let it happen, like 


it somehow wasn't everything | wanted. 


He whines a few more pleas against my mouth and punctuates it with a "Fuck" as he bridges off the mattress 
and against me. He tugs my hair hard enough to wrench my head back and twists his thighs together. Its 


enough to send me over the edge at the same time. 


It feels unreal to take the credit for making him feel this way, like | was undeserving to see him locked in a 


gasp as he covered his eyes with his hand. | feel like I'm witnessing performance art. Like my own orgasm 


means nothing if | am witness to his. 

| barely even remember to breathe by the time he falls back onto the mattress. My breath is escaping me 
and the sweat's in my eyes but kissing him again is an absolute necessity. His skin and my face are both slick 
with sweat and saliva, but it was barely visible in the light. My heart still hammers in the comedown while | 


try to keep my eyes open to see him. 


The ceiling spins above me. He still has his eyes closed, his Adam's apple bobs slightly as he pants, and I've 
never seen anyone look so perfectly dismantled. 


"Hey," | rasp. 

He opens his eyes and grants me the sweetest little chuckle, bringing his clean hand up to hide his face. 
"What?" | laugh. 

"Jesus," he mumbles, as he wipes the sweat from his forehead. "That was-" 

"Fun," | finish, and my face cracks in a smile. "I'd do it again. Ten out of ten 

"Shut up, you didn't even-" 

"Didnt what?" 

"Did you?" 

"Did | what?" 

His eyes glance downward. 

"Oh, yeah. | saw fuckin’ stars." 

He catches me offering my jeans as a towel and we both laugh wiping our hands off on them. 
"| don't think you need those anymore," he says. 


"ain't | still supposed to get you back to your cell?" | groan, rolling off the mattress to shimmy out of my 
Jeans anyway. 


"You're not seriously still gonna take me back there right now, are you?" He wonders, sounding truly hurt this 
time, and sits up on his elbows. 


"| was just asking," | toss my sweaty hair from my face and his eyes follow the motion Subtly. "and | was 
hoping you'd say no." 


He smiles down at the mattress. 
| think they'll live if | skip one night. Gotta take a sobriety test and bloodwork anyway.” 
"Then | could really go for a smoke. Care to join me?" 


"| wouldn't wanna be anywhere else." 


8 Maelstrom 


Author's Notes: 
Happy Spring! | have tried COUNTLESS times to get this chapter up and she was not having it. I'm gonna keep 
trying though, it can't be broken forever! 


It made me sick to know that the spring was finally starting to blossom into summer while | was apart from 


my band. 


A hiatus of sorts. We'd been in limbo long enough that | assume lots of folks had forgotten about us before 
any sort of proper hiatus was announced. And, in actuality, there never really was much halt to what we were 
doing, with or without Layne. | kept writing and Mike and Sean kept coming over for sessions. Well, they were 


really coming over for beer, but | managed to sneak some practice time in as slyly as | could. 


It felt wrong spending the proper turn of the seasons alone. | sat on my porch and watched the sun linger in 
the sky until eight or eight thirty, until it felt too long for the sun to be out, but it wasn't an unwelcome 
overstay. | appreciated the natural, warm, summer light keeping me company and illuminating my notebook. 


Rocking in my porch chair, plucking at my old acoustic and sucking down cigarettes one after the other. 


Late spring-early summer weather in Seattle feels like a parting sea. When the sun comes out and decides to 
stay it feels as though everything suddenly aligns, whether it felt like it needed to or not. And usually, it calms 
me, makes me feel more at home. Finally spending time with nature when the chill of the rain doesn't feel so 
sharp and antagonizing. But now that I'm alone it feels faked Or, at least, like it's mocking me for not getting 
the alignment right. 


| gave up on writing and working for a few days to try and get things in order. Both within my own space as 
well as the shared ones. It involved a lot of cleaning and a lot of reorganizing, but mostly, | needed to get 


myself into a place where | felt comfortable letting Layne out of my sight. 


| don't know why it was | felt that | was the only person that understood him fully. | don't know why | don't 
trust the professionals, and | don't even know what I've done or could do in order to justify the doubt. I'm no 
better and | have no game-plan, so, the only thing | could think to do was help in small ways. Take some of the 


weight from his shoulders, for whenever he finally came home to me. 
Home to you? 


I'm not sure if he'd agree with that wording. And quite frankly, | think I'm too fragile and vulnerable at the 


moment for either direction to sit well with me. 


He does have a home. It's exactly the way you two left if 
Spring cleaning. Right. | could do that there, too. 


The next morning | readied everything | could for a thorough clean, and before | got myself off the porch | 
thumbed his key on my keyring for a few minutes. 


Maybe its not such a good idea 
I've had lots of not so good ideas lately, and, well, they've mostly turned out fine. You live and you learn, right? 


Its odd for something so simple in theory to unfold and become so complicated. Maybe this is exactly the kind 


of small, insignificant thing that crosses the line. Or, maybe it isn’t. | don't even fucking know where the line is. 
I'm not sure why | felt so guilty and unsure about deciding to leave him a nice surprise to come home to. A 
clean house, clean garage, with, of course, a notepad record of everything | moved, where | found it and where 
| put it. He wasn't controlling or possessive in that way but | thought, at first, the extra measure of care 
might... 

| don't know. Make him feel more cared for rather than forcefully helped. 

You know what he's going fo do. He's going fo say something like, ‘Thanks, Jer..' and then disappear for a few days 
He might even wreck it all again just to undo this pathetic outreach of charity that he doesnt need He's already in 
a tucking facility. 

Yeah. But I'm hoping he'll respond well. It's the least | can do for him and for us. 


Just as ‘us was ambiguous in title and nature it was ambiguous in secrecy. Or maybe secrecy is even too 


strong a word. 

It wasn't no fuckin secret, | guess, is what I'm trying to say. It was hard to keep those from the likes of Sean, 
for example, anyway. He was too witty and sly to lie to, at least successfully. So when he called Layne's 
number knowing | would be there, | decided there was no use in hiding. 

As | shoved some clothes from the ground into a garbage bag to lug to the laundromat, the phone rang. 

Dont listen fo it. Its none of your business if his phone rings. No one needs to know youre there. 

The voice in my head wasn't loud enough to stop me. And it probably never will be. 


But, there are a few voices | would answer to no matter what the inner monologue said. 


It clicked, hissed, beeped, and | heard, "Yoohoo? | know you're in there, Jer." in a hokey sing-song voice. 


Sean. 


| scrambled over to the phone even though his tone was familiar and goofy. | just didn't want to take any 


chances ignoring him considering, well..any situation any of us were in 

"Hello? What happened?" 

"Jesus, Jerry, you always answer the phone like that? Nothing man, | just wanted to talk" 
"Yeah. Yeah, how-..how did you know where | was?" 

"Oh puh-lease. You think I'm gonna buy that you're just at home relaxing right now?" 
"Well, no, but...” 


"You act like | haven't known you since we were, like, fifteen. Well, plus, | did call your house, and you didn't pick 


up. | know you're flippin’ your lid and | dunno how to help. | just know how you are." 
| lean against the counter and push my flyaways back into my ponytail. "I'm just..! want to help him." 


"You're helping plenty. | just kinda feel like whatever you're doing in there right now is hurting you more than 
it's helping him." 


| just look over the state of the living room and sigh against the phone. 
The only things | haven't had the chance to tidy yet are the glass table and the couch. | haven't been able to 
bring myself to mess up that frozen frame in time. | can picture us, all too well, melted into one another, on 


another plane of existence while wrapped under the blanket now draped over the back of the couch. 


Everything else was an easy, forgivable type of mess. He owns very little and reuses nearly everything, but 


has simply not found the time or the effort to find a home for anything. And that's alright. 
Maybe he just can't do any wrong in my head. 
‘lm just trying to clean up a little." 


"That's not your job. In fact, | think he's probably going to be fuckin’ pissed that you're fixing things for him 


without his permission" 
"He's not going to do anything about it otherwise.” 


"Maybe that's alright." 


He sighs too. His voice is crunchy, soft and more serious than usual. And it ignites that pit of dread again If 
things are bad enough to wipe the smirk off Sean's face, then, well, they must be pretty bad. 


"Jerry, you're a good man," he starts, and | already don't like where it's going. "and you don't deserve to 


destroy yourself trying to fix somebody else. If he doesn't want you to, then-" 


‘lm not fixing him, Sean, | just can't handle not fucking doing anything!" | bark, before | can stop myself. He 
stays quiet for a moment. | just try to calm myself and rub my face. 


"what's really going on, Jer?" He asks, but his tone is flat and static. 
"| don't know." | admit. "You can read my mind, you tell me." 


“Alright, then lemme work it out. Let's Mad-Lib it. Wait, wait, no- 20 Questions You gotta say yes or no. That 
only. Ready?" 


Sean does his best to work me back out of the funk whenever he can It's one of his best qualities, probably. 
But | can't handle it today without cracking into an open bottle of Jameson from the shelf and slouching at the 
counter. "Yeah. Ready." 

"You think you need to be in there with him. Yes or no." 

"Yes." | say, shallow after one shot downed. 

"You..think this is your fault somehow, yes or no." 

"Yes. Aren't these supposed to be questions? These are all statements." Two shots. | wince and hiss. 

"Shut up. Fine. Are you drinking scotch?" 


NO. 
"Whiskey?" 
"yeah." 


"Yes," he corrects. "Are you taking a shot after every question | ask so you don't have to deal with my 


bullshit?" 


| freeze, take a smaller sip anyway and then audibly set the bottle down. "Yes." 


"Ouch. Okay, I've just got a few more. Don't drink yourself to death. Is there.." he stops now. | don't know him 


to be speechless or unsure of his words, ever. So my mind instantly starts to race. 

He knows. He knows something he shouldn't. And he's going to react accordingly, probably. The worst scenarios 
play like a home movie in my head, frames and frames of band breakups, abandonment and media invasions. | 
just hold my breath and wait for him to finish. 


"is there more going on between you and him that you're not telling us about?" 


"Well, | haven't really told you anything." | say, as the best copout | can come up with while | try to figure out 


how to talk myself back out of a corner. 

"Yes or no, Jer.” 

"yes. 

"Is that why he is where he is?" 

"No" 

"Are you sure?" 

"no." | groan, after far too much silence on my end this time. 


| hadn't thought about that. My fears grew from the thought that he couldn't possibly want me the way | 


wanted him, not the other way around. 

| rushed him into a new way of living that he was nowhere near prepared for. Neither was I. Is it really any 
wonder he spiraled so quickly? It's not like he ever communicates with me when my own sanity is at stake. 
Whatever he's enduring right now, whatever made him retreat so far into that dark hole, my doubt and 
hesitation certainly haven't been helping. No matter how hard I've tried to convince myself that it's just me it 
affects. 

"Are y'all like.. together together?" 


| don't say anything this time. Leave it to Sean to make me question myself into the very fibers of my soul 
while playing fucking 20 Questions. 


"Jer?" 
"Yes. | think. | don't know. That one you're gonna have to ask him-l'm honestly fine with either answer." 


"Well, maybe there's your problem." 


| swish the whiskey around in my mouth for a moment for this one. My leg bounces and my chest tightens 
but I'm used to it by now, at least enough to ignore it. 


"Maybe you being so loose about it is part of the issue." He says. "Maybe he wants you to say yes like you 


mean it." 


"Wait, you're gonna have to run me back a few steps, l-l just dropped this huge fucking bomb on you and you 
-you're not even.perturbed?" 


"What?" He laughs, "..you want me to be surprised? Oh, | had no ideal” he mocks, deepening his voice for the 
added obvious factor. 


Jesus. | didn't know it was- 

| would have never guessed! Get real, man, you've been in love with the guy since, what, ‘88?" 

"probably about then, yeah." 

"And you thought | didn't notice. That's so sweet. Sweet guy you are, really." 

"Jesus, Sean," | just laugh, letting the sting of the booze in my stomach loosen my tension, despite my 
stubborn stance to stay upset. "that's not what the concern was, | don't uhh..| don't think. | guess it was just 


the reaction, or the uh..reception, | guess." 


"Oh, little of me? Don't worry about it. You two are so adorable it makes me sick. Like it's disgusting how cute 
it is.” 


"So this is something you've put some thought into, huh?" 

"Man, Mike probably doesn't even know your middle name yet and he knows about it. Even if it was like, y'know, 
a weird hot tub experience no one was ever gonna talk about again. l'm glad it took a better turn though. Just 
do me a huge favor?" 

"l'm not sure | wanna do that after what you just said." 

Sean giggles and sighs, gathering all of his seriousness back up. He kept fumbling it just as quickly as he picked 
it up. "Just don't fuck it up by smothering him. | know he needs help, I'm not blind, y'know. |'m..cautiously 
optimistic. | just think you need to listen to what he says instead of tip-toeing around him, and..y'know..making 


his decisions for him. Even quietly." 


"thanks, man" | start. "| really appreciate you. | do. You're a godsend" 


"Yeah, yeah, | know. Nighty night, Jer." 


As much as it hurts and as much as | wish | hadn't felt the need, | didn't throw away anything besides regular 
old trash. Food wrappers, boxes and filled garbage bags. Things that were designed to become obsolete and 
tossed aside. Damned to a landfill 


But the drugs | kept. | took them out of his home and | marked them down on the paper, but | didn't throw 
them away. Part of me said it was to prevent the chance of someone finding it in the garbage-whether that 
be someone dangerous or someone accusing us of the same descriptor. But really, | can't decide between two 
more truthful but very much backward reasonings. One, | want them for myself. | want to take everything 
from him, and stash it away. For me, for us, for whatever the fuck he's thinking when he says he wants to 
get me high. Or two, | don't want him to get clean | don't want to see him sober up while l'm wasting away on 
my own-albeit a little slower. | don't want him to be different or altered or fixed because | fucking love him 


exactly how he is right now. 


Christ, | don't even know how he is right now. He could be asleep and comatose and have been like that for 


days and | wouldn't know. He hasn't called me for longer than I'm comfortable with. 


| tossed all of his paraphernalia or whathaveyou into a cardboard box and taped it up. It went directly into the 
truck, buried under a couple of bags of clothes just to keep it as out of sight and mind as possible. And | didn't 
stop at the intravenous variety of things, either. No more coke or weed or anything else | found while 
rummaging through drawers | had no business in. If he's not supposed to have anything other than tea and 


crackers, well, that's what we'll have, then. 


This guilt was somehow sharper and more intense than the guilt | had felt when | took advantage of his 
vulnerability. Worse than before | had made any sort of step toward where we are now. It's all derived from 


how l'm ‘helping’ and there's nothing | can do to stop it. 


| know what he wants. He wants what, deep down, | want for myself. He wants me to forget that he's there 
and disappear. He wants me to rummage through everything to find a reason to let him stay there forever. He 
is exactly where | imagine myself being and | know he feels that, too. He doesn't want my help. And | know its 
not just the charity and forceful manipulation, the guilt tripping or the quid-pro-quo mentality. It's a deeply 


rooted feeling that whatever someone else is doing for you is a lie. 
Something they're doing for themselves more-so than for you. 
It's not true though. At least, when | think about him and | in that place. | love him too much to even let 


myself overthink it. He might still push me away or even pretend that what I've done has helped just to get 


me to stop smothering him, but | know what my intentions are. 


| feel like I'm stuck in a whirlwind, tossing me between needing to do more and needing to stand back. | want 


him to know how much | truly care but | don't know how long | can handle not being vocal. 
Too much and not enough 


| don't know if I'm the right person for him. | don't even know if such a thing really exists. All | know is that we 
created something truly special and beautiful without needing to wake up on the same mattress before and itd 


be alright if we went back to normal. | just hope we don't. 


After | finally went home, to the empty condo I'm about to lose my lease on, | started to overthink As one 
tends to do in thick silence. 


Have | already wasted my time? Sitting by the phone waiting for a call that | know won't come while occupying 


the meantime worrying and nauseating myself with anxiety? 


Maybe it was a blackout, a sort of pause in consciousness, because | cannot for the life of me remember 
what possessed me to kill off what was left of the bottles in my freezer. | sat down at the kitchen counter 
with a notepad, an unplugged Strat and my whiskey for an indeterminate amount of time. And when that was 
gone, another bottle appeared in its place. Five or so cigarettes down, a collection of chicken-scratch lyrics and 


chord patterns, ashes and crumpled papers littering my space. 

| couldn't write anything without thinking about him. But, I'll admit that getting some more work done, sloppily 
drunk or not, helped ease some of the anxiety--at least the anxiety stemming from my lack of work ethic. 
Never getting anything done feels like drowning with a clear and easy escape, but I've been too discouraged and 
tired to even attempt it. 

This is hard without him. Without his voice to guide me through the words. Without his jokes and his laughter 
and even his frustration when he's overworked and exhausted. | need him near me for the sake of the music | 
write and the sake of my sanity both. 


| just want to keep him near me for as long as | can. 


And, after however many fucking days it had been, | got tired of waiting for when that nearness might happen 
again. l'm drunk, I'm sad, and it seems like the only way to fix it. So | call him until he picks up. 


From my phone this time, in case anybody felt like checking. Layne included. 
"Hello..? Who is this? You're gonna get me in trouble, man" 
Jesus christ, | thought | was never gonna hear that voice again. 


"Hey, Layne. It's..its Jerry" 


| couldn't feel bad about calling him five minutes before eleven, not after the second half-empty bottle of 
Jameson swishing around in my hands got half-empty. 


"You woke me up." He mumbles, maybe rubbing his eyes or yawning. Muffled and sweet. 


"Fuck, I'm sorry, man. | am. | just got all.stressed out about not hearing from you. | was writing and | just 


couldn't..| can't do it without hearing your voice." 

‘I'm not supposed to be on the phone, they didn't..wanna risk me leavin’ again" 

| sway in my chair a bit, and it's how | know l'm far too drunk to be having this call. | feel words gearing, 
pooling up to spill at any time without needing a reason. Maybe it's the sleepiness in his voice or the whiny 
complaints. Shredding me even further knowing how he's been. An innocent, soft soul stuck in a soulless place. 
"Did somethin’ happen, Jer?" 


"Nah, uh..l'm sorry. I'm really sorry, | know | keep doing this, | just fucking miss you." 


"You're fuckin’ wasted." He grovels, seeming to slip further from groggy irritation and more into whatever this 


flat tone is. "And you're working yourself to death again." 


"No, I'm fine. l'm..l'm not..that's not why | called you. | just needed..to work up the courage to make your phone 


ring without caring too much about getting you in trouble." 

".] can just call you in the mornin’, | think | just need to ask somebod-" 

"Layne. Please. | just need to know when you can come home to me." 

Fuck. | shouldn't have said that. That was an internal phrase and it was meant to stay that way. | only caught 
my mistake after it was out and | needed to wash the dread of his response down with another swig. The swig 
that would inevitably land me on my bathroom floor for the night. 


He's quiet for too long. | just drop my head onto my arms and wait. 


Maybe he'll say that he'll come back when he's better. Or, that he won't come back at all. Or he'll come back 
home, but that's not with me. 


"l'm scared, Jerry." He finally says, much quieter and more conscious. 
"What? Of what?" 


"Of leaving. OF going back to you. | thought | was scared of it..all feeling the same but, I'm..kind of.more scared 


that something's gonna change." 


“Something, like, Alice-something or..us-something?" 
"Yeah, like..us-something." 


"Why would it change?" | say, hearing myself start to crack and panic. ".. didn't really think that was going to 
happen. Is that what..is that what you want?" 


"No, | don't. don't want it to. | just don't know if I'm gonna be the one to decide that" 


| have to rub my eyes back into lucidity to respond. And | know my word choice is going to have to be very 


careful, and very deliberate. Two things l'm not entirely capable of right now. 

Ive thought about that. And l'm scared you're gonna be different, too. But it..its not a bad scared its—.it's 
more like-..well..Sean called it ‘cautious optimism: l'm still going to care about you the same even if you come 
out all..y'know. Different lm hoping itll be a good different." 

"And what if it's not?" He asks. 


"Well, l'm not just gonna toss you aside. I've-..'ve told you what | know as far as how | feel. When and if | think 
of anything else, I'll tell you." 


"alright. | can live with that" 
‘Layne, you were right" | say, a little less autonomously. 

"About what?" 

"I am fucking wasted. Im probably going to wake up with my fuckin’.face in the toilet” 
"You think you're gonna remember this, then?" He asks, quietly 


"Maybe," | say, truthfully, because | don't know if I'll retain anything. "..| was scared to talk to you because | 


was scared you we're going to..l don't know, reject everything | said." 

"Well, what were you gonna say?" 

| ground myself a little better and try to refocus. "Just that | need to see you again. Soon 
"Is it because we're reaching a deadline?" He says, more like a sigh than a real question. 


"They extended it. I'm sure you don't need me to tell you why, but..no. | mean, | would like to get you home to 


work but I just.. want you home. | fucking miss you." 


He stays quiet, just long enough for the gate of inhibition to burst wide open. The heat of embarrassment 
starts to creep up my neck but it doesn’t stop me. Not like it ever has. 


‘| lied, alright? | haven't told you everything. | have so much more | want to say but | don't wanna like.. 
overwhelm you, you know? And | don't know how to say it because I've never felt..anything..like it before. And | 
probably won't ever feel it for anyone else. | just never want to bother you with all this bullshit | don't know 
how to deal with because it isn’t fuckin’ fair to you. You have enough shit to worry about without me making 
it worse." 

"Bother me." He says. 

"what?" 

"Bother me. Smother me. Bug the shit out of me, whatever. You've dealt with me this long and if you really 
still feel this way then say whatever you want, from here on out. | don't have any right to tell you not to. 
And if you don't remember any of this, then, make a note," he laughs. "Stop being scared of your moody 
boyfriend" 

Boyfriend. 

Boyfriend 

My god. ls that what he is? 


My mind quiets, and my motor functions start to trickle back in. [ts not something | made up and couldn't 
figure out. My stupid scattered thoughts and fears and anxieties roll up neatly, with a nice big bow. 


And he said it, not me. | got no mind to question it. | don't even want to. 

| do exactly as he tells me. 

‘Stop being scared of your moody boyfriend: scribbled alongside my half-assed work 
"Written, Noted" | laugh: 

"Exactly like that?" 

"Exactly like that. | like it. But | don't think you're moody" 


He chuckles into the phone. | can see him as he does it-his face in that lovely smile and crinkled eyes. "That's 


what you question out of that?" 


"Well yeah," | say. It's becoming less and less coherent. More slurred. "mm. | feel like | should probably admit 
something to you." 


"What's that?" 

"I kinda..squealed. | told Sean, but he worked it out of me. | think he already knew anyway." 
"Did he tell you what | told him?" 

"no?" | say, a little bewildered. “What did you tell him?" 

"Oh, back in ‘88?" He laughs. "Or this week?" 

God dammit. 

"Uh...well, both, please?" 

‘Oh, man, Jer. You think Sean is just psychic?" 

"Yeah, | kinda do." 


"Well, yeah, but.. told him more than | probably should have. How | felt when we met and how we've been 
Respectively, y'know." 


Man, | gotta stop drinking. Maybe I'll stop crying, too. Kind of humiliating. 
"He's such an ass, christ,” | laugh. "I thought it was just so obvious that he knew." 


"Oh, it was, | guess. He told me that too. But | think he just translates better than either of us do. We're... 
maybe a little too poetic." 


"Mm. Right. That's alright. | like you like that" 
"| like you like that, too," he laughs. ".. gotta go, Jerry. I'm glad you called, I'm.'m sorry | snapped." 


"Don't worry. | have no idea when you even snapped. | kind of already don't remember what we were talkin’ 
about but.l'm glad | got to hear your voice." 


He just laughs, and it's wonderful. 
"Sorry | woke you," | finally sigh, relieved. Bold, and still very much drunk, but relieved. "..| love you." 


"Mm love you too. You'll see me soon" 


Click. 

‘You'll see me soon’? 

How soon? And where? How? 

lIl see him, rather than he'll see me? 

| can't think about it for too long as a massive wave of nausea rips through me right after he hangs up. 


| did find myself in the bathroom all night. Splashing my face with water unsuccessfully before stumbling onto 
the ground to hug the toilet, where | remained. 


Definitely a fitting end to the ridiculous bipolar spread of emotions I'd had throughout ‘spring cleaning/unpacking 
my mental diversions on the phone with two of my best friends’ day. Whiskey drunk within an inch of poison, 
holding my own three feet or so worth of hair back 

Somehow it didn't seem to bother me too much. 

Maybe because, after my night of sleeping against the bathtub without much say in the matter, | woke up to 
a note on my counter. Neatly spelling out, despite the wobbly drunkenness of my letters, exactly what me and 


Layne are. 


That eased the pain of the fucking pointless hangover | was nursing but it didn't ease the guilt. | decided to 
attach the guilt elsewhere this time. 


The box, in my truck, buried under the bags of clothes. The clothes went with me to the laundromat, the box 
went with me to an office building's back side. The clothes came home in a laundry basket, warm, fresh, and 
clean, and the box stayed in the garbage, taped and unretrievable. 


| put everything where it was meant to go at Layre's house. | cleaned that fucking place until it sparkled. 


| didn't mark down what | did with the drugs on the notepad. | only wrote that | had taken them out of the 


house. 
| did, however, leave another note on the fridge for when he finally came home. 


‘Welcome home! Love, your neurotic boyfriend 


7. Magnets 


Author's Notes: 
All | do is vomit up words onto a phone screen. 


Almost done here, folks. Nice rounded 10. 


| wake up at around three in the morning with the metallic taste of blood in my mouth. 


At first | don't react much. | don't shake myself awake. Until my tongue runs along the inside of my teeth, and 
the taste gets much stronger. Concentrated in the grooves of my teeth. 


Then | launch up, choking, stuck to my fitted sheet. It's still dark and I'm still drunk, and it gets me no closer to 


an answer. 


When | get my spine upright and my hands on a lamp chain, | catch a flash of my wrinkled sheets pooling in 
thick, dark blood. Been there a while it seemed. 


| wipe my face and find the source: my nose. Again This time spilling down into my mouth and choking me in 


my sleep. 


It was gruesome. The taste made the drunk nausea far worse and there wasn't much | could do to protest 


vomiting into the sink with the lights off. It could have been mostly blood. | couldn't tell. 


There was a chalky bruise in the drywall next to the mirror. Chunks fallen out, plaster torn through. Crackles 
spidering off the impact point. 


| wasn't sure what had happened but it wasn't exactly hard to figure out. Maybe | got lucky and actually woke 
up from an overdose. Maybe | didn't overdose at all and it's just another routine nosebleed. | didn't wanna focus 


on the tragedy of that concept yet, just needed to figure out what the fuck happened. 


This was different. There's a hole the size and shape to hug my fist perfectly next to the mirror. It looked like 
| tried to rip this place apart. But why? 


Too much coke? There's no such fucking thing anymore. How else am | supposed to get through the tortuous 


twenty-four hour day cycle? 


| have to stare at the ceiling and catch my breath for a while. Not before dousing my head and neck with icy 


cold water from the sink. 


Had to have been an overdose. And for what? To try and get some recording done? To distract myself from 
the bullshit? There's enough contradicting substances in my system to neutralize the shit out of me anyway- 


l'm honestly more artificially evened out than | am affected anymore. 


Really, what does me in is the fact that I'm so unsupervised and free that | don't even have anything to 


answer to. And | hate it. 


Maybe | need some sort of constant control. Something keeping me regulated enough to function Or at least 


fear falling out of function. 

l'm not sure how long it is that | sit on my laundry basket in the dark, icy cold and shivering. It's too long | 
suppose; | wake up a while later to the sun in my eyes and an aching back. The first thing | see, once my pupils 
finally shrink into focus, is my own reflection 

Sunken eyes. Pale skin. Tangled hair and bony face. 

How did this happen? 

When did this happen? 

Why is this happening? 

I'm not sure if what l'm feeling is a hangover or an overdose, but either way, it is deeply unpleasant. Even 
worse is the fear that what I've done to myself is not only getting out of hand and irreversible but that it 
was pointless-inexcusably so. 

Walking out of my bathroom, after a series of pops and crackles from my tense vertebrae, make it out to the 
kitchen. The oven says it's not even noon yet, though it feels like I've been asleep, or at least unconscious, for 
days. | almost call someone to check what day it is before the phone rings on its own. 

"hello?" 

"Good afternoon, may | speak with, um.Jerry F. Cantrell?" 

"Uh..speaking?" 

"Hi, Jerry, l'm calling on behalf of Layne Staley." 

She fires off some technicalities; the name of the rehab center, a few names of doctors and rurses. 


Something else | can't hear after my ears start to ring and my brain starts to vomit up horrible ideas and 


conclusions. 


"why are you calling?" | hear myself saying, cutting both the ringing and her short. 


"um, well, you are Mr. Staley's emergency contact, and, it seems as though he's checked himself out without 


a co-sign." 
"What?" 


Horrible conclusions be damned. Either he's pulling the strings of a massive under the table plan or I'm hearing 


things, and I've truly lost it. 

"He is, uh.he is discharged out of this morning. Against the orders of the doctor.” 

He's gone? 

"Yes, si.” 

Before | can bark, who the fuck picked him up, | take a deep breath that cracks into a harsh, dry cough. 
"Excuse me, || don't really know what to do here. | didn't sign anything, | didn't ask for him to leave." 

No. That's not what you sad Despite knowing its the right thng to do. 

"Ive talked to him. He's doing really well, it seems, and uh..well, we have a lot of work to do. 

That's what | actually said. Id rather find him myself than have him dragged back 

eu 

| drop my head into my hands to ease the growing migraine from the sunlight 

"Really, please. He's okay. Worst comes to worst, | can bring him back again" 

"Not to be crass, sir, but you've done enough 

| take absolutely no more of that. | hang up, rather violently, and drop my head into my palms. 

He fucking checked out? 

It takes me far longer than it should to call Layne. In fact, | don't do so for nearly an hour. All| do is pace, 
panic, hesitate and chop a line onto the countertop. No need to bother with a straw or a roll, Straight face 
along the lines, sloppily, until its more on my face than in my nose. It knocks me backward, feeling more like a 


kick in the stomach than a bright flash of numbness. After a few garbled, ‘god, fuck, fucks | punch in Layne's 


number, but clear the digits again 


Subconsciously | suppose | could be giving him time to go home so | can call him then. Allowing him peace 


before | shatter it. 

Yeah, like he'd disappear and then go home. Sure. 

He wouldn't do that. He wouldn't do that to his emergency contact, would he? 
Huh, You're his emergency contact. 

Not his family, me. 


Right after the realization hits me | commit to calling him, shaky handed and nauseous with anxiety. Leg 


bouncing a million miles an hour braced against the support beam of the barstool. 


It rings Too many times for my comfort and suddenly | feel tears spilling down my face, in the same rapidity 
as my shallow breathing. 


Pick up. Pick up the fucking phone. 

Please be home. Please be safe. 

"Hey, Jerry." 

"Oh god, Layne, |-" 

"| figured you'd be the only person who'd call here so | left you an outgoing." 
No. 

Please. 


‘lm sorry | didn't say anything, I'm just..| need a little while to think. | needed to get out and | knew you'd try 


to keep me in" 


"No!" | catch myself yelling into the phone, though even my panicked paranoia knows he can't hear me. "I would 


have fucking ripped you out, you fucking know that!" 
| don't even recognize my own voice cracking out of me. 


‘lm fine, don't..don't send a search party or nothin’, I'll talk to you soon. | promise. Bye." 


The phone clicks, then beeps, waiting for my response. To record onto that receiver that's sitting alone next to 


the note. 
No, he probably fucking crumpled that and threw it away. 


| hesitate to answer. I'm fragile and unstable-so much so that | can't do anything but throw everything off 


my counter, so whatever | say is going to come back to bite me in the ass. 

"Layne-" 

It seems all | can muster is a pathetic shaky whine of his name. 

"Please. Layne. If you're home talk to me. This isn't fair. I'm fucking destroying myself over here waiting for 
you to come home and you fucking disappear? You fucking hide from everything and duck out to think? We've 
done the fucking thinking, you've..you've had time to think. I've had time to think too." 


My hands shake in a way that's unfamiliar. 


| need some fucking order, okay? | need you to help me out. | think hating myself over never being able to 
guess what you're going to do is going to end up killing me. | can't. can't do it" 


My sinuses sting, from something other than the wracks of sobs. | wipe my face, my nostrils, over and over 


with my knuckles until one swipe drags blood across my hand. 


" Layne," comes out as a soft, sad whimper, a hard cut contrast to the ramblings of a madman | spilled to his 


answering machine seconds ago. 

"I've made a really bad mistake. | need you to..l think | need to see you. Ple-" 

The phone beeps. 

| watch as a few heavy, watery, light red drops of blood splatter onto the counter below me. 


Then | just watch my surroundings feather in light and blur until my cheek hits the countertop. 


Knock, knock, knock. 
"Hey!" 


Knock knock knock 


"God dammit, Jerry, are you okay?" 

Knock, click. Footsteps. 

"Jesus fucking christ." 

I'm pulled up forcefully from the puddle of blood surrounding my face. 

Though what | see is a white blur, | know the blood has started to pool around the lines | didn't finish. 
"Jerry? Buddy, come on, look at me." 


"Fuck, Sean, I'm sorry, | didn't hear the door-" | mumble, trying my best to focus my eyes on him. I've only 


ever seen him look this panicked once before. Maybe a month ago. 


"Look at me. | am dead fucking serious, what did you do?" He barks, steadying me by the shoulders. | just grab 
onto his arm for stability, both to keep myself from falling off the barstool and to keep myself from throwing 


up. 
"Have you seen Layne?" Is the only thing I'm able to say. 


"What?" 


He starts to lift me up from my spot under my arm. | just sit myself back down and hide my face in my 


hands. 

He takes a seat next to me, nervously. 

"Layne left. | don't know where he is." 

"He called me." 

| whip my face back up to see him, and try to wipe the blood off. 

"What?" 

"He called me a few minutes ago. He said you left him a message that scared the shit out of him." 
"Why the fuck didn't he call me?" 

"He did. You didn't pick up. Here | am." 


| asked Layne to come," | grumble. 


| feel him squeeze my knee, and instead of snapping, | just relax my tense muscles and sigh. 


"| didn't let him. | was too fucking terrified to find whatever | was gonna find in here and | didn't want him to 
do it before me." 


" what the fuck did you think | did?" 

"This. Exactly fucking this, Jer 

He motions his face down to my gruesome countertop. 

"Listen to me, and let me fucking know you understand" He says. 
| just chew on my lip and nod. 

"Do..you need.to go to the hospital? 

"No" | shake my head slowly. "No, Im fine 


He starts to form words but swallows them. Instead he just dismisses me and runs the sink He puts a 


dishtowel under the stream and sits back down, looking horrifyingly distressed 
Now, | have really done it 

He starts to wipe my cheek and my nose clean of the blood. | just wince and hold tightly to his arm. 
"Just fell me why" He says, looking nowhere near my eyes 

"| dont know. | panicked" 

"Were you.. frying” 

"No. | dont think" 

"You're sounding pretty bold for a guy who doesn't wanna go to the hospital" 

"| dont know what | was trying to do, Sean’ 


"Okay," is all he says then, as he wipes my face. Eventually, he finishes, and his hand creeps around to the 
back of my neck. His forehead touches mine. 


"lm sorry.” | say. 


"You're cold." 

"| promise l'm okay.” 

| can't do this again, Jer. Not you too." 
| made a mistake. I'm sorry." 

"Is okay" 


| don't know how lorg it is that we stay this way before he tugs me into a tight, shaky hug. All| can do is 
silently shudder against him and try my best not to smear any blood on his shirt. 


| might have dozed off. I'm not sure. | spent so long twisting my fingers into Sean's shirt and absorbing the 


silence of this moment I'm going to remember until | die that | forgot to keep myself conscious. 
When | come to again I'm staring at myself in the mirror. 

| hear the sink run in the kitchen, then the trash can lid shut. Then the sink again. 

| look grey. Like I've died and come back. And | might have. 


The tangles in my hair are caked in blood, the lines of my face are sunken and caked the same. And worse 


than sick, | look angry. Inattentive. 


| scrub my face and hair the best | can in the sink and allow the cold water to drip onto my skin again. It's like 


torture, but | can't give myself a good reason to stop the torture. 


| hear the phone ring from the kitchen, and nearly break every bone I've got as | slip on the bathmat to run 


to it. 

| halt and freeze when | see Sean's picked it up before me. He's facing the stove, with his back to me. 
"Hold on, calm down, he's okay. Easy, okay?" Sean says, creating every word with his free hand. 

| grip the edge of the table to fight off the urge to snatch the phone from his hands. 

"He's fine. He's awake." 

Sean finally peeks back at me, and | rush back over to the phone. 


He stares at the ground as | tear it away from him. 


"Layne?!" 
"Jesus fuckin christ, Jer" 


Sean crosses his arms and stares, unblinking, with an emotion so blank and empty | have no idea what it even 


is. 
| collapse elbows first onto the counter and thank god that my hair curtains Sean out of my gaze. 
"What did you do? Why are you out?" 

"| went home. Got sick of bein’ a prisoner." 

"Did you do anything? Tell mel” 

"Nol Fuck, no! Jesus. Did you?" 

lm sure my sigh was loud enough to answer that. 

‘I've been on something the entire time you've been gone." 

"Why?" 

"You know as well as | do that that question has no answer. 

He's quiet. 

| hope he's staring down right at that paper. 

Love, your neurotic boytriend 

"| need to see you." 

"Yeah. Yeah, me too." 

"give the phone back to Sean" 

| do as l'm told and fall against my arms on the counter. 


When | can see nothing but the shadow and shade of my arms, | listen closely to what Sean says, trying to 


strain my ears to hear the phore, too. 


"Not here." 
| tug at the hair on the base of my neck. 
"That's not up to me." 


‘lm not mediating anything, l'm just trying to make sure my fuckin’ best friends don't wind up somewhere | 
don't want them." 


"Sean," | finally mumble into my arms. 

He doesn't answer and the phone goes dead silent. 
| need to do this alone. | need to go alone." 

"| don't know how cool | am with you doing that." 


"I told you, l'm fine." | finally look up at him. He's covering the phone receiver with his hand. "I just want to see 


him. 
He takes his hand away but keeps his gaze on me as he talks. "He said he wants to see you. Alone." 
He listens and | listen harder. 

"Alright. You win" 

He hangs up the phone and sighs. | watch him like he's got a gun aimed at my head. 

"Go ahead. But I'm staying here." 

"Here? Like my shitty condo here?" 

He rubs his face, and opens up the fridge. "Yeah. Don't worry about it" 


"I know what you're doing because | did the same thing. Check the dumpster of that office building around the 


corner.” 
‘It's for your own good" 
| don't want to argue with him. l'm not exactly begging for loose change, | can replace whatever he gets rid of. 


"Then do you trust me to drive myself?" 


"Should | not?" 
He knows l'm fine. I've only said it a thousand times by now. 


| don't answer. | just head back to the bathroom for a proper clean-up before | leave. 


| sit with my head against the steering wheel down the street from Layne's place for five or ten minutes or 
so. | can't bring myself to get any closer despite my magnetic draw to the door. I'm not sure if | can look him 


in the eye after waking up gushing blood from my face twice in one day. 


| stare at myself in the rear view to make sure there's none left over. I've scrubbed myself raw but | still 


feel dirty. 

The late afternoon sun bakes me alive, but the light doesn't go unappreciated. | force myself to admire the 
growth of my garden down the street to change the trajectory of my emotions. Thanking the rain for keeping 
my plants alive while I've been MIA. 


| don't want to snap at him. | just don't know if I'm gonna have that choice, or restraint. 


| finally shift gears again and roll slowly to park by his house. Behind a large, shrubby hedge between lawns. 
Hiding in the shade just a little bit longer. 


Every step feels like a fucking mile. Like this walk up to the door gets longer every time | make it. 
One, two, three calm knocks. Soft. Not quick and hard like Sean's were. 
"Its not locked" Comes from inside. 


My hands go clammy and my heart starts to pound. And this time, it doesn't feel like fluttery excitement. Not 


like that summer break sleepover feeling. Not this time. It's shame, now. Embarrassment. Fear. 


His back is to me when | finally get the door open. Sitting sideways on the couch, curled up against the arm. 
He's in a stretched out white tank top and his hair is clean, and soft-defined curls. 


"Layne," | sigh. Though | have nothing to follow it up with. I'm not sure if | should apologize. I'm not sure if | 
have anything to apologize for. 


"Jerry," he responds, almost blankly if not for the snark and disdain in his tone. 


| just shut the door and lean against it. 


"What did you do?" He says, flatly. Mumbled. 

"Coke toxicity, | guess." 

"You ODd 

"yeah. | OD'd" 

"Why?" He still hasn't turned around. 

| don't know, Layne. | really don't." 

"You say that like | don't know how it feels." 

"Can you look at me, please?" | finally ask, almost begging. 


He turns around, laying his face against the back cushions. He folds his arms over the back of the couch. "You 


look pale." He says. 
"Haven't exactly felt like tanning," 


He groans. "| checked out because | needed to see you. Because | couldn't handle being away from you anymore. 


Was that a mistake?" 
"Look, I'm sorry, okay? | don't even fucking remember what | told you on the phone but | know | meant it” 
"You said you've had time to think. What does that mean, Jer?" 


"It means I've had nothing but fucking time to think! I'm getting nothing done, l'm killing myself slowly because | 
have fucking nothing better to do except wait by the goddamn phone." 


"This was your fucking ideal’ He finally snaps, throwing himself off the couch. He approaches me with his hands 
punctuating his words wildly. | can't help but notice the healthy pink glow in his face. 


"What? Rehab? You fucking needed it!" 


"You fucking need it too! You can't throw me in there expecting me to get fuckin’ washed clean while you're 


out here doing the same goddamn thing that landed me there in the first place!" 


| unstick myself from the door and get in his face too. Out of instinct, to defend myself though | know, in the 
back of my mind, that everything I'm saying and everything | could say is objectively wrong. "You know 
goddamn well and good you went there to get away. To go into fucking hiding." 


"Are you completely fucking insane?" He asks. He looks truly hurt. The color in his eyes seems to dull as he 
stares at me in shock. "I spent every fucking day in there waiting to come back to you-you-you fucking begged 
me to come back and | did! | checked myself out in the middle of it just to give you what you wanted and this 
is how you respond?" 

"You told me you were gonna be different? Well, god dammit, I'm different too." 

"You said you were gonna feel the same whether | came out different or not" 


"I fucking do! | feel the same fucking way! l'm just mad, Layne, doesn't mean | don't fucking love you anymore!" 


He rubs his face and runs his hands, laced, roughly through his hair. "Then why are you so fucking hurt that | 
left for you?" 


"Because it should have never been for mel It should have been for you! | wanted you better | just couldn't 


fucking handle not knowing what they were doing to you!" 
"I tried to tell youl | tried! Every time | fucking called you you were wasted!" 
"I know." | admit, defeated. "lm sorry." 


"Well, sorry isn’t fucking good enough this time. If you can sit there and point your fuckin’ finger at me and tell 
me | need help then I'm gonna do the fuckin’ same. You need help." 


"| don't want help, Layne, | just-" 


"What? Are you gonna tell me you just want to get work done? You just want me to get back on track 
because your fucking precious record label wants a single? You just want a fucking to-do list to check off 


because it's the only thing that makes you happy?" 


| was gonna say | just fucking want you, Layne! God, dammit!" | storm off heavily into the kitchen and bury 
my face in my hands. | can't look at him anymore, | can only stare at the cracks in the ceiling. He doesn't 
respond, or follow, so | just keep firing off because | might combust if | don't: 


"| want you clean and happy and fucking lively because thats the only thing that makes me happy. | could give 
a fuck what those fuckin’ suits want! You know this! Why don't you fucking believe me? Why?" 


| finally face him, but his gaze is against the floor. 
"I know I'm a fuckin’ workhorse. It's all | know how to do. And yes! | wanna get more fucking work done! But it 


doesn't fucking matter at all if | do it knowing you're fucking sick. | would fucking give it all up-throw 
everything in the fucking trash if | had to. If it meant seeing you live the way you fucking deserve to." 


"What exactly do | deserve?" He mumbles. 

"Happiness, maybe? You ever consider that? You ever consider the fucking possibility that all this time I've 
spent spilling my guts to you was because | meant what | said? Do you really think this entire time | was just 
fucking using you for money? For success, or some other bullshit? Do you? Have | not been fucking clear 
enough?" 

He doesn't answer again. He just leans against the wall and covers his eyes with his palms. 


| drop my elbows onto the counter and lace my hands together, white knuckled. 


"You wanna know why I've been destroying myself? Because I'm starting to believe that | deserve it. That 
somehow, you're right, and I'm just some fucking sociopath incapable of caring about anyone but myself. That | 


need to be fucking punished for how awful | am but | know | didn't fucking intend any of it." 


| notice that the note is gone when | drop my eyes to the counter. | peek behind me, and see it attached to 
the fridge with a magnet. 


"I feel like it's impossible to feel the way you've told me you feel," he says. 
"What?" 
‘lm sorry | have such a hard time believing you. I'm sorry | keep questioning you and shoving you off" 


"| don't know what to do to make you believe me, Layne. The least | can ask is that you just pretend for me 


because I'm done begging you to believe me." 
"ll believe you. Just, god, stop fucking killing yourself over me. I'm not worth that.” 


"You are. Why can't you see that you're worth it to me? You're worth fucking everything, dying, living, 
whatever-and one of those is way fucking harder than the other." 


"Jerry-" 


"No, just sit and listen to me for a second. Every fucking fiber of my soul loves you to fucking bits. None of 
me even cares if you never feel that for me, because that's not what | want. It's not the motivation. | just 
want you to know your worth. But that doesn't come from me or anybody else-that comes from you. But 
whether you believe it, whether you fucking want it or not, you're my other fucking half. | don't want you safe 
for me. | don't want you here just to feel some sort of validation But | do want you because | have some 
stupid selfish desire to see you and listen to you and talk to you and | don't deserve that. So there. You think 


you don't deserve love, / think | don't deserve your fucking presence." 


He looks at me in awe. Disbelief is a word too iroric. 


There's a moment of silence. Of tension. The hum of the fridge is louder than even my shallow, labored 


breathing. 


‘| said | was done begging but I'm not," | say. Lowly. Unblinking. "I'll beg you until | drop fucking dead. Please. Just 


believe me." 

Pathetically | hold out my hand for him. Weak and limp wrist in the air. 

"Please." 

He stares at my hand for a second, then rushes past me toward the kitchen door. Then he's gone. 


With a sigh of horrible disappointment | linger against the kitchen counter, still looking at the spot he used to 
be in 


The door bounces shut behind me. 

Christ 

Leave. Just go. He doesn't want you here 

| don't leave. | can't: | just take a seat on the couch and bury my face in my knees. 


My heart still pummels my ribcage and | can still feel heat from my face, but | know the source this time. 


Shame, not sickness, not something else. Just shame. 


| try not to jump to any conclusions but without that to occupy my brain, nothing does. My mind goes blank 
and empty. 


| don't tune back into reality until | hear the kitchen door click again. God only knows how long it takes. The light 


is harsh and orange by the time | feel a dip in the couch beside me. 

"Im sorry Jerry." He says, quietly. When he speaks | smell the unmistakable scent of a Marlboro Red 
"What are you sorry for?" | ask, muffled by my knees. | stare at the table instead of peeking at him. 
| can clearly see outlines of spoons and needles though they're in my head and not on the glass. 

"For running away,” 


"| don't blame you." 


"I still don't have an excuse. None of my motivations were..right, | guess. | just panicked and..did what | had to 
do to disappear. | ran" 


"| know everything I've said and done is scary, man" | say, finally relaxing into the cushions so l'm forced to 
look at him. "but its up to you. Just..say the word, and we never have to do anything ‘us-something’ again. 


We go back to normal. And that's perfectly fine." 


l'm unsure if the look in his eyes is offense or deep thought. They're the only things | can imagine he's feeling. 
But he doesn't answer-not with words at least-so | make a sad attempt to keep talking. 


"| promise | won't ever treat you b-" 


He launches himself forward, kissing me forcefully to cut me off. Thank god, too. My pathetic, hopeless, 


unconditional devotion was coming through. 


His long hands hold tightly onto my face and his nose is nearly crushed flat against my cheek. The taste of 
Marlboro Reds is introduced again. That, and a Coca-Cola. Sweet and dark 


| just grab his wrists and kiss back with as much restraint as | can. 


You say you're sick of never knowing what's going to happen or how he's gonna respond but you're lying You like 
being unsure. You like that he keeps you guessing 


| suppose its true 
You like that he keeps surprising you I feels brand new every time, even if you need to degrade between them 
That's alright with me. If | have to sacrifice comfort in loneliness to get this type of kiss then that's okay. 
He breaks from me for a moment, slowly, leaning against the back cushions. | lean with him. 

He just slides his hand around to the back of my neck and holds my forehead against his. Just like Sean 

"Im sorry.” He mumbles. 

"Don't be sorry.” 

We're quiet, and all | can do is study his eyes as if he can't see me do it 

"| don't think there's a going back to normal" He says, finally 


"Why?" | wonder. 


"Because | like this normal better." 


